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Abstract 
 
 
This thesis presents a historical contextualisation and discussion of three previously understudied 
examples of Irish Lives of saints associated with the northwest of Ireland which date from the 14th 
to the 16th centuries. Vita Sancti Baithini/Beathadh Baoithín, the Life of Baoithín (Baithéne) of Iona, 
locally venerated in counties Donegal and Roscommon, Betha Farannáin – the Life of Farannán of 
county Sligo, and Betha Náile – the Life of Náile of Donegal and Fermanagh. The three Lives in 
Latin and Early Modern Irish have not been the subject of any substantial study since they were 
published in edition (and in the case of Betha Náile, translation) by W. W. Heist and Charles 
Plummer, and semi-diplomatic editions and translations of Betha Náile and Betha Farannáin have been 
given in Volume 2. The thesis considers three case studies in which these Lives are presented within 
the context of the Columban Tradition. That concept is defined in Chapter 1 of the thesis, which 
details the politicisation of the character and cultural memory of Colum Cille from the early Middle 
Ages (Vita S. Columbae) to the Early Modern period (Betha Colaim Chille). Chapters 2-4 are focused 
on the three case studies of the Lives of Baoithín, Farannán, and Náile, as they demonstrate three 
distinct ways in which Colum Cille is utilised to legitimise the existence of a lesser-known, local 
saint. Chapter 2 presents a study of the development of the character of Baoithín as he is portrayed 
by Adomnán, which influenced the composition of Vita Sancti Baithini and the equation of Baoithín 
with Colum Cille in cultural memory. It suggests the composition of the Latin Life in an Augustinian 
monastery in the northwest of Ireland, and the possible connection of the Life with Tigh Baoithín 
(Tibohine), co. Roscommon, which may have influenced its partial translation into Irish. Chapter 3 
demonstrates that Betha Farannáin, which primarily consists of material relating to Colum Cille, may 
have been composed on behalf of the coarb of his church in Allt Farannán (Alternan), co. Sligo, by a 
member of Clann Meic Fhir Bhisigh. His connection to Colum Cille appears to have developed 
around a local tradition that he was present at the meeting of Druim Ceat. As this Life was copied 
by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, this chapter also provides some evidence that he may have supplemented 
material into the text on the basis of that tradition. As discussed in Chapter 4 of the thesis, Betha 
Náile may have been compiled both in co. Donegal and Fermanagh, as evidenced through local 
references in the text which show intimate knowledge of his church associations. Colum Cille grants 
Náile the land for his church in Donegal, and serves as a guarantor for his claims of tribute over an 
ancestor of the Meig Guidhir of Fermanagh in this Life. It is suggested in this chapter that this Life 
may have been composed by a member of the Uí Dhroma, his erenagh family in Fermanagh, though 
it was most likely revised in the 16th century. The thesis then demonstrates the methods in which the 
hagiographers of these Lives built upon the already extant traditions of Colum Cille to the extent 
that they might be read as extensions of the Columban Tradition.  
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Introduction 
 

Considerable research has been undertaken on the medieval and early modern Lives of 

Colum Cille as well as on his cult and traditions that derived from Columban hagiography. 

Significantly less work, however, has been published on Colum Cille’s influence and presence in the 

Lives of other saints. More focus has been placed on the historical Colum Cille and the medieval 

traditions that began with Adomnán. However, the late medieval and Early Modern Colum Cille is 

not quite the Columba of Iona as depicted by Adomnán and other early medieval authors. The 

character of Colum Cille was manipulated and adapted significantly from the Middle Irish period 

onwards. This is evident through the utilisation of Colum Cille in other saints' Lives in which Colum 

Cille is used to not only legitimise the hagiography of other saints, but to also promote the authors’ 

religious and political interests.  

Saints interact with one another in their Lives quite often: thus, in Vita Sancti Columbae alone, 

Colum Cille is presented in the company of Saints Cainnech, Comgall, Brendan, and others. 

Adomnán’s presentation of Colum Cille in the company of this contemporaneous cohort of saints 

indicates a palpable interest in connecting him with those who founded other monasteries of 

importance in early medieval Ireland. In contrast to this, the Columban hagiographical tradition is 

full of anachronisms, that is, Colum Cille interacting with other saints who he would have been 

unlikely to meet in person. He is included among the three patron saints of Ireland who are often 

inserted into later saints’ Lives by hagiographers as if to ensure there was no doubt as to the 

existence of the saint about whom they were writing. Saints Farannán and Náile, the subjects of 

Chapters 3 and 4, are personally given churches by Colum Cille, although it is unlikely that they ever 

met Colum Cille face to face. The presence of Patrick, Brigid, and Colum Cille tin these later 

examples of hagiography in this regard provides the saint(s) who are the subject of the Lives with 
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some agency through their association with one or more of the patron saints.  

In the case of Colum Cille, this is particularly noteworthy in the written and oral traditions 

concerning saints associated with the northwest of Ireland. In this thesis, I refer mainly to the 

modern counties of Donegal, Derry, Fermanagh, Roscommon, and Sligo, but this also broadly 

applies to the western half of Ulster, as well as north Connacht. Saints from these areas are often 

presented in the company of Colum Cille as his close companions and contemporaries. 

The production of a typical Life involves reusing and readapting both the hagiographical 

material as well as the oral narrative traditions about the saint. This technique of adapting early 

medieval and oral sources in order to produce a hagiographical text is noteworthy in the compilation 

of the Life of Colum Cille by Maghnus Ó Domhnaill. Richard Sharpe drew attention to the question 

of Ó Domhnaill’s access to a full copy of Adomnán’s Life of Columba; and he concluded that Ó 

Domhnaill may have had access to the shorter recension of the Life as now preserved in Marsh’s 

Library, MS Z3.1.5. As this manuscript also contained other examples of hagiography, having access 

to this volume may explain the presence of narratives from certain other saints’ Lives within the 

later Life of Colum Cille.2 As I have already mentioned, the text includes sections that are also found 

in Vita Sancti Columbae. In most cases, these have been elaborated and adapted to include details 

from the Middle Irish Life, other texts relating to Colum Cille, and other materials which were likely 

available in the manuscript collections of Clann Dálaigh. It is evident futhermore that Ó Domhnaill 

drew upon local folklore in addition to textual sources.  This practice is also seen in the compilation 

of other late medieval and Early Modern Lives in which later hagiographers use early medieval 

sources as exemplars while also incorporating and re-adapting materials in order to reflect their 

religious and political motivations. When a saint lacks an early medieval tradition of their own – 

 
2 Richard Sharpe, ‘Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s source for Adomnán’s Vita S. Columbae and other vitae’, Celtica 21 (1990): 
604–7. 
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narratives are again borrowed from Lives composed in the given historical period and readapted 

accordingly. 

As Pádraig Ó Riain has shown, a significant number of saints with names such as Colmán 

and other diminutive forms of Colum may be ultimately understood to be localised doppelgängers 

of Colum Cille.3 These so-called "doubles" are of considerable interest in their representation of the 

spread of his cult, but the fact remains that most of these saints are separate entities in themselves, 

with their own local following. In the instances which are explored in this thesis, Colum Cille is 

utilised in a particular role or even as a model upon which the traditions of these saints are based. 

They do not lack their own individuality. The presence of folk traditions associated with them, such 

as holy wells and other venerable objects, some of which are still acknowledged and practiced today, 

makes that especially clear. However, within hagiography and beyond, the validity of their existence 

is sometimes dependent on their connection with a patron saint, especially Colum Cille, or another 

major saint local to their associated area.  

Three Lives of these northwestern saints – Beathadh Baoithin/Vita Sancti Baithini, Betha 

Farannáin, and Betha Náile - are apt examples of this phenomenon. These three saints — Baoithín,4 

the first successor of Colum Cille, associated with Tigh Baoithín (Tibohine, co. Roscommon), as 

well as places in Donegal and Sligo; Náile, associated with Inbhear Náile (Inver, co. Donegal) and 

Cill Náile (Kinawley, co. Fermanagh), and Farannán, associated with Allt Fharannáin (Alternan Park, 

co. Sligo) — have not been the subject of any study that has scrutinised their hagiographical 

traditions. Though these texts present their subjects as individual and important local saints, the 

consistent presence of Colum Cille and his role in each of the texts should not be ignored. Through 

an analysis of these texts, this thesis therefore will consider these Lives within the context of the 

 
3 Pádraig Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2011), 183. 
4 It should be noted that Baoithín’s tradition originates in VSC, unlike Farannán and Náile. 
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learned literary Columban tradition, as an extension and adaptation of texts relating to Colum Cille, 

as well as the methods of hagiographers who tried to impose the superseding cult of the patron saint 

within the hagiographical tradition of northwest Ireland. 

 

Literature Review 
 

1.1 Early Medieval Sources for Colum Cille  

 
 What I describe as the “Columban Tradition” begins with the literary tradition of Colum Cille 

in the early Middle Ages. As will be seen, the Lives discussed in this dissertation are modelled less on 

the Colum Cille of Adomnán than on the later medieval and Early Modern traditions of the saint. It 

is necessary, however, to approach the development of the cult of Colum Cille with a 

comprehensive understanding of his historical background, as well as the most important studies of 

his cult and hagiographical tradition. 

 Two translations of Adomnán’s Vita Sancti Columbae5 are commonly used in modern day 

scholarship.6 Alan Orr Anderson's and Marjorie Ogilvie Anderson's Adomnán’s Life of Columba 

(published in 1964) consists of a diplomatic edition of the text based on Schaffhausen, 

Stadtbibliothek, MS Generalia 1,7 which was copied at some point between the 7th and 9th centuries. 

A collation with the other four main manuscripts containing Adomnán’s Life is also provided.8 

Secondly, a translation of VSC was published by Richard Sharpe in 1995 under the title 

Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba. It is based upon the Latin transcription that was published in 

 
5 From here, referred to as VSC. 
6 Pre-20th century editions of the text include: William Reeves, Life of St. Columba, Founder of Hy, Written by Adamnan 
(Dublin: Irish Archaeological and Celtic Society, 1857); William Reeves and J.T. Fowler, Adamnani Vita S. Columbae 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894). 
7 Discussion of the background of the manuscript, its provenance, and a facsimile, can be found in Damian Bracken and 
Eric Graff, The Schaffhausen Adomnán (Cork: Cork University Press, 2008); See also: J.M. Picard, ‘The Schaffhausen 
Adomnán—a Unique Witness to Hiberno-Latin’, Peritia 1 (1982): 216–49. 
8 Alan Orr Anderson and Marjorie Ogilvie Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba (Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson and Sons 
Ltd, 1961), 1. 
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Anderson and Anderson.9 The introduction to his translation provides a comprehensive overview of 

the background of Colum Cille’s early Life, death, and activities in Ireland and Scotland. This is 

supplemented with background on Adomnán’s Life and a discussion of the medieval and modern 

legend of Colum Cille.10 Sharpe’s expanded notes on the content of the text as provided in the 

appendices expand on those given in the Anderson and Anderson edition, with focus on the various 

place-names, individuals, Biblical and textual references, and political events to which Adomnán 

refers.  

The most recent study of VSC was completed by Duncan Sneddon (2018). His thesis 

examines the textual tradition of the five manuscripts of the main recension of the text. It considers 

the structure and narrative sequences of the text within their specific categories: sea voyages, 

animals, battles, books, deaths, among others. It further discusses the language(s) of the text, in 

particular Adomnán’s use of Latin; and Columban cult practices from VSC as described in the use 

of relics.11  

Jean-Michel Picard has published a significant amount of work on various aspects of VSC, 

as well as its reception and distribution on the continent. Of these, the most pertinent in terms of 

the study of the Columban tradition in Ireland is “The purpose of Adomnán’s Vita Columbae.” This 

article considers the political and religious motivations for Adomnán’s composition of the Life, 

namely, to bolster the status of Iona and the Columban paruchia. It also reflects on the audience for 

whom it may ultimately have been written.12 From the perspective of Colum Cille’s political role 

Michael Enright argues that Adomnán’s presentation of the saint is a conscious attempt by the 

 
9 Richard Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba (London: Penguin Books, 1995), preface. 
10 Sharpe, 1–99. 
11 Duncan Stewart Sneddon, ‘Adomnán of Iona’s Vita Sancti Columbae: A Literary Analysis’ (PhD Thesis, University of 
Edinburgh, 2018), https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/31169. 
12 J.M. Picard, ‘The Purpose of Adomnán’s Vita Columbae’, Peritia 1 (1982): 160–77; Jean-Michel Picard, ‘Bede, 
Adomnán, and the Writing of History’, Peritia 3 (1984): 50–70; J.M. Picard, ‘Adomnán’s Vita Columbae and the Cult of 
Colum Cille in Continental Europe’, in Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, vol. 98, 1998, 1–23. 
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author to present the saint in the guise of an Old Testament prophet.13  

In Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery, Thomas Owen Clancy and Gilbert Márkus 

discuss the background of Iona’s history, its library, and Iona as a centre of learning and textual 

production.14 The volume presents accessible editions of poetry in Irish and Latin which are 

attributed to Colum Cille or produced in association with Iona, with notes on the contexts and 

linguistic features, as well as the theological concepts preserved in the texts. It includes an edition 

and translation of Amra Coluimb Chille, which Clancy and Márkus describe as being one of the 

earliest examples of Irish poetry. Their edition and translation are based on Whitley Stokes’ from 

Rawlinson B 502, and no attempt has been made to ‘normalise’ the orthography, though they note 

their translation is ‘cannot hope to be definitive.’15  

This particular lacuna has been filled by the recent edition of Amrae Coluimb Chille by Jacopo 

Bisagni. In addition to providing a full critical edition of the text, he thoroughly investigates the 

manuscript tradition of the text and its linguistic features, as well as its authorship and composition. 

Of particular importance is Bisagni’s reconsideration of the long-accepted idea that the poem is one 

of the earliest contemporaneous sources for Colum Cille, as most scholars have dated the text to the 

the late 6th or early 7th century.16 On the basis of linguistic evidence he has contended that the poem 

was composed in the 9th century, likely as another attempt to bolster the status of Columban paruchia 

during that period.17 The manuscript tradition includes the addition of a Middle Irish prologue 

which provides Colum Cille with a larger role in the arbitration at the meeting of Druim Cett. Máire 

Herbert argued that this prologue is a direct reflection of the 11th century association of Armagh 

 
13 Michael J. Enright, ‘Royal succession and abbatial prerogative in Adomnán’s Vita Columbae’, Peritia 4 (1985): 83–103; 
Michael J. Enright, Prophecy and Kingship in Adomnán’s ‘Life of Saint Columba’ (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2013). 
14 See also: Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘The Library of Iona in the Late Seventh Century: The Evidence from Adomnán’s “de 
Locis Sanctis”’, Ériu 45 (1994): 33–52. 
15 Thomas Owen Clancy and Gilbert Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1995), 103. 
16 Jacopo Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 2019). 
17 Bisagni, 156. 
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with the Columban familia.18 Joseph Falaky Nagy pays particular attention to the prologue in 

Conversing with Angels and Ancients and discusses of the varying medieval stories of Scandlán, whose 

release is a requirement of Colum Cille’s involvement with the meeting of Druim Cett in the Lives 

of Colum Cille and other texts.19 

Studies in the Cult of Saint Columba edited by Cormac Bourke presents several studies of Colum 

Cille relating to the saint and his activities, as well as to Adomnán and the monastic community at 

Iona. The chapters contributed by Raghnall Ó Floinn and Cormac Bourke which focus on the 

distribution of various relics and other holy items, and Nollaig Ó Muraíle's “The Columban 

Onomastic Legacy,” are perhaps the most valuable in their consideration of the physical and 

locational presence of the cult of Colum Cille and its spread across Ireland and Scotland.20 In terms 

of the influence of VSC on other saints’ Lives, Máire Herbert argues that Adomnán’s Life of Colum 

Cille influenced the representation of St Cainnech in Vita Cainnechi as its subject is represented as a 

saint who exhibits Columban virtues.21 Pádraig Ó Riain argued that the two saints were ultimately 

the same.22 

 
1.2 Later Medieval and Early Modern Sources for Colum Cille 

 
Máire Herbert’s seminal book, Iona, Kells, and Derry, presents a comprehensive overview of 

the history of Colum Cille’s Life, and the historical status of Colum Cille’s familia from its position in 

 
18 Máire Herbert, ‘The Preface to Amra Coluim Cille’, in Sages, Saints, and Storytellers: Celtic Studies in Honour of Professor 
James Carney, ed. Donnchadh Ó Corráin, Liam Breatnach, and Kim McCone (Maynooth: An Sagart, 1989), 67–75. 
19 Joseph Falaky Nagy, Conversing with Angels and Ancients (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1997), 174–92. 
20 Raghnall Ó Floinn, ‘Insignia Columbae I’, in Studies in the Cult of Saint Columba, ed. Cormac Bourke (Dublin: Four 
Courts Press, 1997), 131–61; Cormac Bourke, ‘Insignia Columbae II’, in Studies in the Cult of Saint Columba, ed. Cormac 
Bourke (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1997), 162–83; Nollaig Ó Muraíle, ‘The Columban Onomastic Legacy’, in Studies in 
the Cult of Saint Columba (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1997), 193–218. 
21 Máire Herbert, ‘The Vita Columbae and Irish Hagiography: A Study of Vita Cainnechi’, in Studies in Irish Hagiography: 
Saints and Scholars, ed. Máire Herbert ed. John Carey and Pádraig Ó Riain (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2001), 31–40. 
22 Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘Cainnech Alis Columcille, Patron of Ossory’, in Folia Gadelica: Essays Presented by Former Students to 
R.A. Breatnach on the Occasion of His Retirement from the Professorship of Irish Language and Literature at University College Cork 
(Cork: Cork University Press, 1983), 20–35. 
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Iona to the ultimate centralisation of Derry and Kells. Utilising historical and literary sources from 

both Britain and Ireland, the focus of the book is the hagiographical tradition of Colum Cille and 

Adomnán, but it does not draw significant attention to Ó Domhnaill’s Life given the study’s 

timespan from the early Middle Ages to the 12th century. The third section of the study includes an 

analysis of the role of VSC within the community of Iona, an analysis of the production of the Life 

of Adomnán, and an edition and translation of the Middle Irish Life of Colum Cille. This work 

contains the most recent treatment of this text to date.23 Iona, Kells, and Derry remains the only 

comprehensive study of the role that the Columban familia played in the later Middle Ages, 

particularly in terms of its development and adaptation to the rise of Armagh and its relationship 

with the secular leaders of medieval Ireland. An earlier edition and translation of the Middle Irish 

Life was published by Paul Grosjean, from the recension in Edinburgh, National Library of 

Scotland, Adv. MS 72.1.40.24 A translation and edition of the Middle Irish Life as preserved in the 

Leabhar Breac was published by Whitley Stokes in 1877, along with the Lives of Patrick and Brigit 

from the same manuscript.25 He also published a translation and edition of the text as found in the 

Book of Lismore in 1890.26 

The role of Derry in the development of the Columban familia and the question of Colum 

Cille’s foundation of the monastery in Derry are also explored in Medieval and Monastic Derry by Brian 

Lacey who asserts that Colum Cille was not the founder, but considers the foundation of the 

Columban monastery in Derry and its political and social role in the interests of the Mac Lochlainn 

family.27 Ciarán Devlin’s The Making of Medieval Derry also discusses the background of Colum Cille 

and his possible role in the foundation of the monastery at Derry. His study of the topic is largely 

 
23 Máire Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1988). 
24 Paul Grosjean, ‘The Life of St. Columba from the Edinburgh MS’, Scottish Gaelic Studies 2 (1927): 111–71. 
25 Whitley Stokes, Three Middle Irish Homilies on the Lives of Saints Patrick, Brigit, and Columba (Calcutta, 1877). 
26Whitley Stokes, Lives of Saints from the Book of Lismore (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1890). 
27 Brian Lacey, Medieval and Monastic Derry: Sixth Century to 1600 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2013). 
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based on folk traditions of the saint and juxtaposes popular tradition and historical evidence. The 

volume is particularly valuable in its presentation of the history of Derry’s religious and political role 

in medieval Ireland, as well as its lists and histories of medieval Derry parishes, which indicates their 

respective patron saints associated with the Columban familia.28  

Lacey has published a mass of other material relating to Colum Cille and his association with 

the northwest, beginning with his book on Colum Cille and the Columban Tradition. This work considers 

Colum Cille’s background through its representation in the three Latin and Irish Lives and local 

traditions; his foundation of monasteries as a ‘pilgrim for Christ;’ his death; Adomnán’s composition 

of VSC; other Columban monasteries in Ireland, particularly Kells and Derry; as well as the 

continuity of the Columban Tradition from the Middle Ages to modern era.29 His most recent book, 

Adomnán, Adhamhnán, Eunan is the most comprehensive analysis of the development of the 

sainthood of Adomnán of Iona.30   Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s 16th–century Life of Colum Cille, based 

on his PhD dissertation, but it does not include an edition of the Irish text.31 The earlier edition and 

translation of the Life edited from Rawlinson B 514 by A. O’Kelleher and G. Schoepperle in 1918 

preserves lines which have been omitted from Lacey’s translation. Their discussion of Ó 

Domhnaill’s production and commissioning of the Life in the introduction to the text is particularly 

valuable, providing a comprehensive study of the provenance, as well as the political context which 

led to its compilation and Ó Domhnaill’s potential sources. 32 

 A fully comprehensive study of the characterisation and portrayal of Colum Cille was 

presented by Jan Erik Rekdal as his PhD thesis From profile to face: an analysis of the portrayal of Colum 

 
28 Ciarán J. Devlin, The Making of Medieval Derry (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2018). 
29 Brian Lacey, Colum Cille and the Columban Tradition (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1997); Brian Lacey, Saint Columba: His 
Life and Legacy (Dublin: The Columba Press, 2013). 
30 Brian Lacey, Adomnán, Adhamhnán, Eunan (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2021). 
31 Brian Lacey, Manus O’Donnell’s The Life of Colum Cille (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1998). 
32 A. O’Kelleher and G. Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1918). 
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Cille in his sixteenth century Life by Maghnus Ó Domhnaill completed in 1994.33 Rekdal has since 

completed a number of works on various aspects of the early modern Life. He has considered Ó 

Domhnaill’s role as self-proclaimed hagiographer and poet, as well as the political implications of his 

Life’s composition.34 His analysis of the utilisation and adoption of Amra Coluimb Chille into the early 

modern Life of Colum Cille posits that the Amra was a model upon which the hagiographical text 

was based.35 As I noted in the Introduction to the thesis, Richard Sharpe argued that Maghnus Ó 

Domhnaill did not have access to the longer manuscript recension of VSC, but had access to the 

shorter recension of the text within a corpus of other Lives available in Ireland in the 16th century.36 

That Ó Domhnaill was likely working with a fragmentary version of VSC is further asserted by 

Françoise Henry and Geneviève Marsh-Micheli in their discussion of the Life and the context of its 

composition.37  

 
1.3 Míchéal Ó Cléirigh and the Manuscript Tradition of these Lives  

 
As all three Lives discussed in this thesis are preserved in manuscripts transcribed by 

Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, it is necessary to review various publications relating to the scribe and his 

background. The most comprehensive work reviewing Míchéal Ó Cléirigh’s family background, 

various activities in Ireland and Louvain, and his relevant contemporaries was edited by Nollaig Ó 

Muraíle, which compiles articles previously published by Brendan Jennings OFM, Paul Walsh, Felim 

O Brien OFM and Canice Mooney OFM. Jennings’ and Walsh’s concentration on Ó Cléirigh’s work 

 
33 Jan Erik Rekdal, ‘From Profile to Face: An Analysis of the Portrayal of Colum Cille in His Sixteenth Century Life by 
Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’ (PhD Thesis, University of Oslo, 1994). 
34 Jan Erik Rekdal, ‘Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s Role as Poet and Its Dialogical Implications’, in Proceedings of the Seventh 
Symposium of Societas Celtologica Nordica, ed. Mícheál Ó Flaithearta (Stockholm: Elanders Gotab, 2007), 111–18. 
35 Jan Erik Rekdal, ‘A Monstrance for an Absent Poem: The Reciting of Amra Coluim Cille in the Sixteenth-Century 
Life of Colum Cille’, in Ogma: Essays in Celtic Studies in Honour of Próinséas Ní Chatháin, ed. Michael Richter and Jean-
Michel Picard (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2002), 224–29. 
36 Sharpe, ‘Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s source for Adomnán’s Vita S. Columbae and other vitae’. 
37 Françoise Henry and Geneviève Marsh-Micheli, ‘Manuscripts and Illuminations, 1169-1603’, in A New History of 
Ireland, Medieval Ireland 1169-1534, ed. Art Cosgrove (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 781–815. 
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during his time in Ireland, including most particularly his collection of hagiography from various 

sources in 1628, 1629, and 1630 is crucial to this thesis.38 A significant portion of the two 

manuscripts now known as Brussels MS 2324-40 and Brussels MS 4190-4200 contain texts which 

were copied at Drabhaois, likely from draft copies that Ó Cléirigh made over the course of his 

travels. Colm Lennon’s study of the foundation of St Anthony’s College in Louvain and Raymond 

Gillespie’s discussion of the provenance of its monks and the political atmosphere in which they 

were trained provides more circumstantial context for the manner in which Ó Cléirigh trained and 

studied.39 Mary Ann Lyons’ analysis of the role of Louvain and its network of Irish Franciscan 

monasteries on the continent demonstrates how it strengthened Ireland’s role in the tradition of 

scribal training and manuscript production.40 What the above authors have not considered is the 

extent to which Ó Cléirigh may have had a hand in editing the Lives which he proclaimed to have 

copied directly from their sources without emendation. While his editorial practices in compiling the 

Annals of the Four Masters and his recension of Lebor Gabála (as discussed in Chapter 3 )have been 

examined previously, the same cannot be said for his approach tohagiography. In Chapter 3, I 

demonstrate the extent to which Ó Cléirigh may have inserted other hagiographical materials into 

his collection of Lives, especially based on his interests in Colum Cille.  

 Another of Raymond Gillespie’s articles is focused on the “explosion” of literary activity in 

northwest Ireland in the 16th century which led to the significant number of hagiographical texts 

 
38 Nollaig Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain (Dublin: Four Courts, 2008), 71, 
146. 
39 Colm Lennon, ‘The Dissolution to the Foundation of St. Anthony’s College, Louvain’, in The Irish Franciscans, 1534-
1990, ed. Edel Bhreatnach, Joseph MacMahon OFM, and John McCafferty (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2009), 3–26; 
Raymond Gillespie, ‘The Irish Franciscans, 1600-1700’, in The Irish Franciscans, 1534-1990, ed. Edel Bhreatnach, Joseph 
MacMahon OFM, and John McCafferty (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2009), 45–76. 
40 Mary Ann Lyons, ‘The Role of St. Anthony’s College, Louvain, in Establishing the Irish Franciscan College Network, 
1607-60’, in The Irish Franciscans, 1534-1990, ed. Edel Bhreatnach, Joseph MacMahon OFM, and John McCafferty 
(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2009), 27–44; See also: Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘The Louvain Achievement II: Hagiography’, in The 
Irish Franciscans, 1534–1990, ed. Edel Bhreatnach, Joseph MacMahon OFM, and John McCafferty (Dublin: Four Courts 
Press, 2009), 189–200; Mícheál Mac Craith, ‘“Beathaíonn Na Bráithre Na Briathra”: The Louvain Achievement’, Seanchas 
Ardmhacha: Journal of the Armagh Diocesan Historical Society 21/22 (2008 2007): 86–123. 
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completed during this time. He details the potential context in which Betha Náile, among others, was 

commissioned and compiled, as well as its manuscript tradition and borrowing from other texts.41 

Bernadette Cunningham has further discussed the role of the Franciscans at Louvain.42 In particular, 

her examination with Raymond Gillespie of the education and social background of Muirgheas Ó 

Maoilchonaire, the scribe of the 16th-century Book of Fenagh, is a useful study for the completion of 

this thesis as it highlights some aspects of hagiographical commissions during this time. As the Book 

of Fenagh was completed under similar circumstances to Betha Náile as discussed in Chapter 4, the 

more recent and comprehensive work featuring articles by Gillespie and others discussing the 

provenance and status of the manuscript is also of particular relevance to the topic of this thesis.43 

 

1.4 The Lives of Baoithín, Farannán, and Náile 

  
An edition of Vita Sancti Baithini was published as De S. Baitheneo Abbate under 9 June in the 

Bollandists’ Acta Sanctorum and appears to have been taken from the text as preserved in one of the 

Codex Insulensis manuscripts.44 A partial translation of Vita Sancti Baithini was published in Early 

Sources of Scottish History by Alan Orr Anderson.45 This indicates that the text was taken from the 

Codex Salmanticensis as provided in Acta Sanctorum Hiberniae, but the source neither provides the 

original text nor a full translation of the entire Life.46 Other than this, the Life has not been 

published in translation. The Latin text was most recently published by W.W. Heist in Vitae 

 
41 Raymond Gillespie, ‘Saints and Manuscripts in Sixteenth-Century Breifne’, Breifne 10, no. 44 (2008): 533–56. 
42 Bernadette Cunningham, ‘The Culture and Ideology of Irish Franciscan Historians at Louvain, 1607-1650’, in Ideology 
and the Historians: Historical Studies XVII. Papers Read before the Irish Conference of Historians, Held at Trinity College, Dublin, 8-10 
June 1989, ed. Ciaran Brady (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 1991). 
43 Bernadette Cunningham and Raymond Gillespie, ‘Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire of Cluain Plocáin: an early sixteenth-
century Connacht scribe at work’, Studia Hibernia 35 (2008): 17–43; Raymond Gillespie, Salvador Ryan, and Brendan 
Scott, Making the Book of Fenagh: Context and Text (Cavan: Cumann Seanchais Bhreifne, 2008). 
44 Godefrido Henschenio, Acta Sanctorum Junii Tomus Secundus (Paris and Rome: Victorem Palmé, 1867), 233. 
45 Alan Orr Anderson, Early Sources for Scottish History: A.D. 500 to 1286, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1922), 119–
20. 
46 Charles De Smedt and Joseph De Backer, Acta Sanctorum Hiberniae ex codice Salmanticensi (Edinburgh and London, 
1888). 
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Sanctorum Hiberniae but was only meant to be “regarded as a transcription in which the suggested 

emendations have been incorporated into the text.”47 Máire Herbert has acknowledged the existence 

of Baoithín’s Vita but only in the context of determining the date of his death, and one parallel in 

the text with VSC.48 To date, there has been no study of either the Latin Life or its Irish analogue.  

A partial translation of of Baoithín’s Latin Life was published in edition and translation by 

Kuno Meyer in The Gaelic Journal. Meyer indicates that his edition came from Brussels KBR MS 

2324-2340.49 Whitley Stokes describes the text as “a short note” about Baoithín in his description of 

the contents of the folios in the Book of Lismore, and notes that another copy is found in 

Rawlinson B 512. He does not indicate that it is at all connected to the Latin life or hagiography.50 

The recension of the Life in Liber Flavus Fergusiorum additionally has not been the subject of any 

study. The text is most often described as a “story” about Colum Cille and Baoithín. However, Ó 

Cléirigh’s title for the text in Brussels MS 2324-40, “Bladh do Bheathadh Baoithin” indicates that he 

interpreted it as hagiography. His recension was copied from the Book of Lismore which does not 

contain the same title. However, that Ó Cléirigh describes it as a portion of a Life could indicate that 

more of the text was available in Irish, but this  is not concrete evidence. No publication or 

reference to ‘Beathadh Baoithín’ mentions that it is a translation from the Latin.  I discuss the Latin 

and Irish ‘Lives’ of Baoithín in Chapter 2 and the possibility that they may have originated in the 

Roscommon-Longford area, perhaps in a monastery close to Tigh Baoithín, co. Roscommon, as 

they are both preserved in manuscripts connected with the Augustinian priory of Saints’ Island, 

Lough Ree.   

An accountof Farannán’s Life and background was published by Rev. John O’Hanlon in 

 
47 W.W. Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi (Bruxelles: Société des Bollandistes, 
1965), 379–82. 
48 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 38–39. 
49 Kuno Meyer, ‘Baithin Mac Brenainn Ocus Colam Cille’, The Gaelic Journal 4, no. 47 (1893): 229. 
50 Stokes, Lives of Saints from the Book of Lismore, xvii. 
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Lives of the Irish Saints. O’Hanlon’s entry is substantially focused on the meeting of Druim Cett. He 

noted Farannan’s local associations in Sligo, but also that he was a contemporary of Colum Cille. 

O’Hanlon’s focus on Druim Cett was due to his intrepretation of Colgan’s note in Vita S. Farannani 

Confessoris that the synod attended by Colum Cille was the meeting of Druim Cett, at which he 

understood Farannán to be in attendance.51 John Colgan’s own account of Farannán’s Life, as he 

says, was translated ‘ex Hibernico versa,’ and is expanded upon in his notes to the the text.52   The 

only published diplomatic edition of Betha Farannáin from Brussels KBR MS 4190-4200 was 

published without translation by Charles Plummer in Anecdota from Irish Manuscripts.53 To date, there 

has been no full translation of this text in publication aside from a translation of chapter seven by 

Kay Muhr in which she discusses it hagiographical themes.54 In his dictionary entry on Farannán, 

Pádraig Ó Riain notes that the Life possibly was composed in the 16th century, but there has not 

been any substantial study of it in full.55 While it is a composite text utilising material mostly relating 

to Colum Cille,  its utilisation of this Columban material and itspreservation of folk traditions 

relating to Farannán and his evident connection with the Uí Mhaonaigh of Sligo point to the need 

for close textual study of this Life within the context of the saint’s intimate connection with Colum 

Cille, as I have done in Chapter 3.  

O’Hanlon derived his information about Náile on the version of the Life in Colgan’s Acta 

Sanctorum Hiberniae as he did with Farannán, discussed briefly above, although Colgan’s version was 

from diverse sources rather than a translation from Irish.56 O’Hanlon, on the other hand, 

 
51 Rev. John O’Hanlon, Lives of the Irish Saints, vol. II (Dublin: James Duffy and Sons, 1875), 552–64, 560. 
52 John Colgan, Acta Sanctorum Veteris et Maioris Scotiæ Seu Hiberniæ, Sanctorum Insulæ (Louvain: Everard de Witte, 1645), 
336–40. 
53 Charles Plummer, ‘Betha Farannáin’, in Anecdota from Irish Manuscripts, ed. Osborn Bergin et al., vol. 3 (Dublin: Hodges, 
Figgis, & Co., 1910), 1–7. 
54 Kay Muhr, ‘Water Imagery in Early Irish’, Celtica 23 (1999): 207. 
55 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 351. 
56 O’Hanlon, Lives of the Irish Saints, I:450–55; Colgan, Acta Sanctorum Veteris et Maioris Scotiæ Seu Hiberniæ, Sanctorum Insulæ, 
169–74. 
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acknowledged the Irish version of Náile’s Life preserved in Brussels KBR MS 4190-4200, but his 

account is less focused on a Náile’s hagiographical tradition than it is on discussing the saint’s 

associations with sites in Donegal and Fermanagh. Of note are his illustrations of Inver and 

Kinawley, which are not very dissimilar from the way they look today. Charles Plummer published 

the only edition and translation of Betha Náile, together  with two other Lives and a catalogue of 

Irish lives of Irish saints in Irish and Latin, Irish lives of non-Irish saints, and ‘shorter tracts and 

anecdotes’ in Miscellanea hagiographica Hibernica.57  

Other than this, Raymond Gillespie is perhaps the only scholar to have devoted any real 

attention to the provenance and context of Betha Náile, in a number of articles.58 He determines that 

the Life of Náile was part of the group of Lives which were “written in a relatively restricted area of 

north-west Ireland comprising the dioceses of Raphoe, Kilmore, and Clogher in the early sixteenth 

century.”59 This includes the Life of Caillín as preserved in the Book of Fenagh, the ‘second’ Life of 

Maedóc of Ferns, and the Life of Colum Cille as compiled by Maghnus Ó Domhnaill. However, 

most of his discussion of the Life in his publications is based primarily on the cultural and historical 

context. To date, there has still been no substantial study of the text in any published form.60 In the 

introduction to his edition, Plummer says that the Life “is not a favourable specimen of Irish 

hagiology, whether considered from the literary, historical, or spiritual point of view. In style it 

combines poverty with turgidity.”61 Betha Náile, like other examples of hagiography composed in the 

 
57 Charles Plummer, Miscellanea hagiographica Hibernica: vitae adhuc ineditae sanctorum Mac Creiche, Naile, Cranat (Brussels: 
Société des Bollandistes, 1925), 97–155. 
58 Raymond Gillespie, ‘Traditional Religion in Sixteenth Century Gaelic Ireland’, in Christianities in the Early Modern Celtic 
World (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2014), 29–41; Raymond Gillespie, ‘A Sixteenth-Century Saint’s Life: The 
Second Irish of St. Maedoc’, Breifne 10, no. 40 (2004): 147–54; Gillespie, ‘Saints and Manuscripts in Sixteenth-Century 
Breifne’. 
59 Gillespie, ‘Traditional Religion in Sixteenth Century Gaelic Ireland’, 38. 
60 Aside from my own work on Betha Náile, as I have published some of my findings from the research I completed for 
Chapter 4 as Courtney Selvage, ‘“I Am the Lion Destroying Cattle, I Am the Bear for Courage”: An Examination of 
Betha Náile’, Quaestio Insularis: Selected Proceedings of the Cambridge Colloquium in Anglo-Saxon, Norse, and Celtic 21 (2020): 48–
62. 
61 Plummer, Miscellanea hagiographica Hibernica: vitae adhuc ineditae sanctorum Mac Creiche, Naile, Cranat, 97. 
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16th century, is certainly a composite text utilising multiple sources. Its preservation and 

representation of Náile’s clear connection with Colum Cille and other well-known saints, as well as 

its hagiographical themes and utilisation of earlier sources makes a full study of the Life from both a 

historical and a literary perspective much needed. I have discussed the historical context and the 

possiblity that the material which ultimately became Betha Náile may have originally been composed 

at some point in the 14th or 15th centuries in Chapter 4, as well as the revision of the text in the 16th 

century. Finally, none of these three Lives has been studied from the perspective of the ways in 

which Colum Cille and the Columban tradition have been used as a model and manipulated in 

different ways to create the Lives of these saints. 

Theoretical Framework and Research Question 
 
 Senchas, the preservation of the ancient past or traditions, was of vital importance in the 

writing of medieval Irish texts.62 The role of the medieval seanchaidhe in Christian Ireland  

furthermore required the historian to be knowledgeable of the world since creation, medieval Irish 

texts and genealogies, king lists, and all grades of poetry.63 The writing of hagiography in early 

medieval Ireland was an act to preserve the memory and miracles of the saint, who, as Richard 

Sharpe describes, “always belonged to an older generation and often to the remote past.”64 With the 

case of Adomnán’s Life of Columba as a particular example, it also acted as a method in which the 

saint’s hagiographer could express the concerns and desires of the respective monastery with which 

the saint was associated or in which the text was written. Adomnán, writing a hundred years after 

Colum Cille’s death, utilised the saint in order to promote his own various political interests, such as 

 
62 Gregory Toner, ‘Authority, Verse, and the Transmission of Senchas’, Ériu 55 (2005): 59–84. 
63 Katharine Simms, ‘Charles Lynegar, the Ó Luinín Family and the Study of Seanchas’, in ‘A Miracle of Learning’ Studies in 
Manuscripts and Irish Learning: Essays in Honour of William O’Sullivan, ed. Toby Barnard, Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, and Katharine 
Simms (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Company, 1998), 271. 
64 Richard Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991). 
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the problem of the Easter Controversy.65 Even so, the representation of the saints within these texts 

was intended to be historical, though hagiographers more often succeeded in preserving the cultural 

memory of their subjects rather than historical fact.  

Patrick Sims-Williams suggests that “narratives perceived as historia serve as a textualisation 

in writing of the memory of the traditions about Ireland.”66 In presenting Colum Cille’s activities in 

Ireland as being purely historical, the later compositions of the Middle and Early Modern Irish Lives 

marked a desire to preserve the tradition of a historical saint, but also a conscious desire to readapt 

the Columba of Iona to the Colum Cille of Ireland. This idea of cultural memory is a pertinent one for 

this study. Medieval texts continuously copied and rewritten in an effort to preserve them may often 

change diachronically in response to the cultural contexts in which they are written and are distinctly 

“subject to transformation” in this way. They can also be subject to deliberate attempts to redefine 

the textual canon, shifting the focus of the text in a different direction to fulfil certain motives.67 

This can also be applied to texts which have been translated from one language to another. 

The translation and re-adaption of the Life of Colum Cille from Latin to Middle and Early Modern 

Irish is a particular example of this. Reusing a text in Latin to formulate versions of the Life in Irish 

allowed both the preservation of the memory of the saint, and an opportunity for the later author(s) 

to re-adapt the saint into a form which reflected their respective interests and contexts more closely. 

The reutilisation of older material perceived as worth preserving granted later authors a power in 

 
65 Picard, ‘The Purpose of Adomnán’s Vita Columbae’, 167. 
66 Patrick Sims-Williams and Erich Poppe, ‘Medieval Irish Literary Theory and Criticism’, in The Cambridge History of 
Literary Criticism, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 306. 
67 Maria Tymoczko, ‘The Nature of Tradition and Cultural Memory. Evidence from Two Millenia of Irish Culture’, in 
Medieval Irish Perspectives on Cultural Memory, ed. Jan Erik Rekdal and Erich Poppe (Münster: Nodus Publikationem, 2014), 
15–60; Jan Erik Rekdal, ‘Memorials and Cultural Memory in Irish Tradition’, in Medieval Irish Perspectives on Cultural 
Memory, ed. Jan Erik Rekdal and Erich Poppe (Münster: Nodus Publikationem, 2014), 109–33; Erich Poppe, ‘Narrative 
History and Cultural Memory in Medieval Ireland. Some Preliminary Thoughts’, in Medieval Irish Perspectives on Cultural 
Memory, ed. Jan Erik Rekdal and Erich Poppe (Münster: Nodus Publikationem, 2014), 135–67; Erich Poppe, 
‘Reconstructing Medieval Literary Theory: The Lesson of Airec Menman Uraird Maic Coise’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic 
Studies 37 (1999): 33–54. 
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their manipulation and recycling of material used for ideological and political purpose. The highly 

politicised context from which a medieval or Early Modern text emerged is of innate importance. As 

Maria Tymoczko has argued, reading these texts from within their historical contexts in this sense 

makes the ideological aspects of tradition, as well as cultural knowledge and memory preserved 

within literature, easy to investigate.68 As she also states, “[the] richness of cultural memory and of 

tradition in Ireland has paradoxically been a means for the Irish to rewrite the past and to rewrite the 

future.”69  

With these ideas in mind, in so far as the Lives studied in this thesis were all produced in the 

late medieval and Early Modern period, the intentional restructuring and creation of hagiography 

reflects the concept of cultural memory distinctly. This perceived preservation of the tradition of the 

saint allowed the authors to utilise Colum Cille further for him to become a model upon which 

hagiographers could base the Lives of their own saints. This continuous re-adaption and 

manipulation of the traditional Colum Cille as a figure through whom religious and political identity 

could be formed had therefore been extended into the traditions of other lesser-known and localised 

saints. This is particularly true in the case of the Lives of Saints Baoithín, Farannán, and Náile, 

whose Lives were compiled in the late medieval and Early Modern periods by authors with distinct 

interests in the preservation of their cultural memories. The course of research undertaken for this 

work has highlighted the importance of the learned families of Gaelic Ireland, or seanchaidhe, in the 

transmission, compilation, and preservation, not only of these Lives, but also of the texts which may 

have influenced them. In late medieval and Early Modern Ireland, scribes were compiling 

manuscripts of senchas which served as works of reference for their own work, as well as for the 

authorship of new texts which were likely intended to be understood as authentic examples of 

 
68 Tymoczko, ‘The Nature of Tradition and Cultural Memory. Evidence from Two Millenia of Irish Culture’, 50. 
69 ibid., 50. 
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genuine medieval Irish literature. This marks the continuation of the Irish tradition of the 

preservation of senchas into the Early Modern period, culminating in Ó Cléirigh’s work in his travels 

around Ireland copying from manuscripts which culminated in the manuscripts full of his work, and 

what he likely believed to be authentic medieval texts. The approach of this thesis, therefore, is to 

study these Lives within their respective contexts and to analyse their contents. From this 

perspective, it aims to answer the following question: what do they tell us about the Columban 

Tradition?   

Methodology 
 

In order to determine the Lives upon which this thesis focuses, several processes were 

undertaken. I first isolated every Irish and/or Scottish saint for which there was some evidence of a 

cult in Ireland and association with Colum Cille, largely with the help of Pádraig Ó Riain’s Dictionary 

of Irish Saints. After mapping the locations of these saints, it was immediately evident that many of 

them were clustered in northwest Ulster and Connacht. While my interest was initially in the cults of 

saints in Ulster alone, local saints in the eastern half of Ulster are more commonly associated with St 

Patrick, while in the west, their association is largely with Colum Cille. A notable exemption to this is 

St Comgall of Bangor, a major saint in his own right who appears in Vita Sancti Columbae, so 

consistent association with Colum Cille is not particularly surprising. Revisiting the background and 

textual evidence for these saints, I narrowed this list down by reviewing whether they had a 

substantial hagiographical and/or folk tradition, and also whether they are to be found in annals, 

genealogies, martyrologies, and place-names. This allowed me to isolate the cases of Baoithín, Náile, 

and Farannán as saints associated with northwest Ireland who each have their own hagiographical 

traditions, and who each are associated with Colum Cille in all forms of their traditions.  

Chapter 1 of this thesis defines the Columban Tradition as preserved in the medieval and 
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Early Modern texts relating to Columba/Colum Cille, the historical background of the saint, and 

how this ultimately developed into his cult in the northwest of Ireland. I emphasise the utilisation of 

Colum Cille as a political tool by the hagiographers of Vita Sancti Columbae, the Middle Irish Betha 

Coluim Cille, by Maghnus Ó Domhnaill in his Beatha Colaim Chille, and also by the author(s) of Amra 

Coluim Chille and its Middle Irish commentaries. Each subsequent chapter is introduced with a 

discussion of each saint’s historical connections and local associations in Ireland.  

Chapter 2 considers the development of Baithéne of Iona into Saint Baoithín of Ireland. 

This is done by reviewing his local cult associations in Donegal, Roscommon, and Sligo, the 

development of his character in Vita Sancti Columbae, the composition of Vita Sancti Baithini, and the 

potential context for the partial Irish translation of the Latin life which I refer to as Beathadh Baoithín. 

While Baoithín became a saint his own right, he is ultimately modelled upon Colum Cille, especially 

due to Adomnán’s portrayal of their close companionship in VSC. His association with Tigh 

Baoithín, co. Roscommon is also most relevant to his hagiographical tradition. Two saints named 

Baoithín may have been associated with the church there: a Baoithín mac Cúanna, who was 

connected with St Patrick, and Baoithín of Iona, associated with Colum Cille. These saints may 

ultimately have been the same person, as suggested by Pádraig Ó Riain, which is elaborated upon in 

the chapter. As some evidence suggests that both Vita Sancti Baithini and its partial Irish translation 

may have been composed in Roscommon/Longford, or at the very least may have been circulating 

in the northwest of Ireland, this chapter considers the possible influence of the Columban Tradition 

on the composition of these Lives and the equation of Tigh Baoithín with Baoithín of Iona. 

Chapter 3 analyses Betha Farannáin and the circumstances of its compilation. Ó Cléirigh details in 

his colophon to this text that he received it from the son of Farannán’s coarb, one of the Uí 

Mhaonaigh of Sligo who were members of the Uí Fhiachrach Muaidhe. I discuss the role of the 

Meic Fhir Bhisigh as ollamhain to the Uí Dhubhda, and the possibility that Betha Farannáin was 
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commissioned by the coarb from a member of the scribal family associated with Leacán. I 

furthermore demonstrate the way the Life seems to have been copied from various Columban and 

other hagiographical materials in order to build upon the local tradition that Farannán was present at 

the meeting of Druim Cett. Some of this material may have been supplied by Ó Cléirigh and I 

discuss his possible sources. 

Chapter 4 analyses the background and contents of Betha Náile, and the possibility that portions 

of the Life were composed in Donegal and Fermanagh. I suggest that the material which forms the 

Fermanagh section of the text may have been originally written somewhere within the 14th or 15th 

century by one of the learned families of Lough Erne, and possibly the Uí Dhroma, who were the 

erenagh family of Cill Náile. I then demonstrate that the text as it survives in Ó Cléirigh’s recension 

probably dates to the 16th century, as has previously been argued, at which time the text was 

compiled and the material revised in order to emphasise Náile’s association with Colum Cille. This 

was likely done in response to the completion of the Life of Caillín in the Book of Fenagh, which 

was commissioned by Tadhg Ó Rodaighe in 1516, and also Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s Life of Colum 

Cille, upon which the Columban material in Betha Náile appears to have been reliant.  

These chapters therefore serve as case studies of how the cultural memory of Colum Cille and 

the influences of his cult were consciously utilised in three different ways in order to create new 

hagiographical traditions of saints who are intentionally associated with Colum Cille to legitimise 

their local associations and cults.  
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Editorial Policy 
 

- The editions of Betha Farannáin and Betha Náile in Volume 2 of this thesis are semi-

diplomatic editions with very little alteration aside from expansion of scribal abbreviations 

and the addition of punctuation.  

- I have provided facing page translations of both texts, and where readable, transcriptions of 

marginal notes.  

- Betha Farannáin, as mentioned in the Literature Review, was published without translation by 

Charles Plummer, and a translation was needed to understand the text as it survives in Ó 

Cléirigh’s witness.  

- I closely compared both transcriptions with with Plummer’s editions, but have amended 

some of his (sometimes anachronistic) expansions of scribal abbreviations to more closely 

reflect forms as they would appear in Early Modern Irish. For example, his expansion of the 

suspension stroke with punctum on ‘trom-chler—’ (f.130r) as the earlier dative plural form 

‘chleriuch’ has been amended to ‘trom-chlerech.’70 

- I have expanded Ó Cléirigh’s use of the ‘et’ digraph as ‘agas,’ (Plummer expands this as 

‘ocus’) both for the purposes of metre in Betha Náile, but also because it reflects the Early 

Modern Irish spelling used both by Ó Cléirigh elsewhere,71 as well as in other texts produced 

in Louvain in the 17th century.72 

- I additionally have preserved some examples of lenition and length marks omitted in his 

editions of both texts.  

 
70 Plummer, Miscellanea hagiographica Hibernica: vitae adhuc ineditae sanctorum Mac Creiche, Naile, Cranat, 101. Compare: Vol. 2, 
p. 15. 
71 Arthur W. K. Miller, ed., ‘O’Clery’s Irish Glossary’, Revue Celtique 4 (1880 1879): 351–52. 
72 Compare also: Scáthán shacramuinte na haithridhe, printed in Louvain in 1618; Cainneach Ó Maonaigh, OFM, Scáthán 
shacramuinte na haithridhe, (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1952). 
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- I have followed Plummer’s punctuation in both texts for the most part, but have made some 

small changes that are more consistent with modern editions, such as the use of a hyphen 

before a nasalised vowel (i.e. ‘a h-aithle,’ rather than ‘a haithle’). 

-  While I have followed his translation of Betha Náile for the most part, I have modernised 

some of the language, and noted in the edition where I differ significantly from his reading 

of certain words. 

-  I have also noted textual parallels/borrowings in/from other examples of hagiography 

where relevant.  

- Both editions and translations serve as reference material to be read alongside Chapters 3 

and 4.  

A Note on Maps and Photos 
 
The maps for this thesis have been made in ArcGIS Pro using the WGS 1984 Web Mercator 

projection and are for illustrative purposes only. Placenames are given in modern Irish and English 

to demonstrate locations in a way which is useful to contemporary readers. I have only labelled 

counties and other relevant geographical features or locations where necessary for clarity. All photos 

in the thesis have been taken by the author. 
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Map: Three Saints’ Lives – Baoithín, Farannán, and Náile 
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Chapter 1: The Columban Tradition 
 

 

1.1 The Historical Colum Cille  
 

 It is often difficult to separate the reality of Colum Cille from what might be called his folk 

tradition. Colum Cille’s career prior to his foundation of Iona is difficult to ascertain, given the lack 

of contemporaneous sources. Based on the entries for his birth in the annals, he was born in Tír 

Chonaill as “Crimthann”, sometime in the period 520-523.73 As a member of the Cenél Conaill, his 

genealogy most commonly presents him as the son of Feidlimid, great grandson of the eponymous 

Conall Gulban. Prior to leaving Ireland, he was likely trained as a monk under the tutelage of 

another saint named Finnian. His copying of a manuscript supposedly belonging to Finnian without 

permission has traditionally been given as the reason for his banishment and departure from Ireland. 

This was decided at the so-called ‘battle of Cúil Dreimne,’ after which Colum Cille left with several 

followers for Iona where he founded his own monastery there at some point within the years 563-

565.74  Colum Cille served as abbot of the monastery until his death in approximately 597. This may 

be discerned from the following early ‘biographical’ texts: 

o Vita Sancti Columbae, completed in the 7th century by Adomnán, the 9th abbot of Iona 
o Amra Coluimb Chille, anonymous (later attributed to Dallán Forgaill) 

 
Vita Sancti Columbae [VSC] and Amrae Coluimb Chille [ACC] are the earliest extant sources to 

 
73 Seán Mac Airt and Gearóid Mac Niocaill, eds., The Annals of Ulster, to AD 1131 (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced 
Studies, 1983), 66; Gearóid Mac Niocaill, ‘The Annals of Tigernach’, CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts, n.d., 128, 
http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T100002A; Seán Mac Airt, The Annals of Inisfallen: MS. Rawlinson B. 503 (Dublin: 
Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1951), 66. 
74 See:Nicholas Evans, ‘The Calculation of Columba’s Arrival in Britain in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History and the Pictish 
King-Lists’, The Scottish Historical Review LXXXVII (2008): 183–205. 



 34 

depict the Life of the saint. John Strachan dated the ACC to the 9th century,75 though in scholarship 

produced in the last half-century, it has generally been believed that the text was composed around 

the year 600.76 Thomas Owen Clancy and Gilbert Márkus proposed that the text was completed 

within a few years of Colum Cille’s death based on its contents and language.77 Jacopo Bisagni 

disagrees that the text should be wholly dated to the 7th century. His evidence for a later Old Irish 

dating has called the validity of ACC as an early source for Colum Cille’s Life again into question.78 

He suggests that the text was composed in the 7th century, but that the core of the poem was 

augmented in the 9th century in order to bolster the status of Iona during this time.79 That both of 

these texts seem to have been written with particular political motivations in the mind of their 

author(s) is an important factor in the consideration of these texts. The lack of truly 

contemporaneous sources for Colum Cille’s Life is therefore significant when considering the 

development of the Columban Tradition. 

Despite this fact, VSC remains a principal source for the historical saint, regardless of 

Adomnán’s embellishments. It has been believed that one of Adomnán’s sources was an earlier 

version of Colum Cille’s Life, Liber de virtutibus sancti Columbae, supposedly written by Cumméne 

Find, the sixth abbot of Iona. Whether or not this was a direct source for VSC has been the subject 

of deliberation. The presence of a segment of the text within a recension of VSC has been used as 

evidence for the existence of complementary material in the two texts.80 Máire Herbert has argued 

that Liber de virtutibus may have been the product of the abbot Ségéne’s attempts to gather more 

 
75 John Strachan, ‘The Date of the Amra Choluimb Chille’, Revue Celtique 17 (1896): 41–44. 
76 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 10; T.M. Charles-Edwards, 
Early Christian Ireland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 285. 
77 Clancy and Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery, 96. 
78 This is discussed in direct detail in Jacopo Bisagni, ‘The Language and the Date of Amrae Coluimb Chille’, in Kelten 
Am Rhein: Akten Des Dreizehnten Internationalen Keltologiekongresses, Proceedings of the 13th International Congress of Celtic Studies, 
23. Bis 27. Juli 2007 in Bonn., ed. Stefan Zimmer (Mainz am Rhein: Philipp von Zabern, 2009), 1–11. 
79 Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 75–80, 145–57; Bisagni, ‘The Language and the Date of Amrae 
Coluimb Chille’. 
80 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 24–26. 
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contemporaneous testimonies about Colum Cille’s Life and miracles. As his abbacy directly 

preceded Cumméne’s, and the two were related, she posited that their careers and hagiographical 

activities were intertwined; this is perhaps further demonstrated by the significant role Ségéne is 

given in Adomnán’s writing.81 Cumméne would still have not been a contemporary witness to 

Colum Cille’s Life, and would have depended on the materials gathered by the brothers of Iona 

prior to his abbacy.  

In the preface to the second book of VSC, Adomnán relates some significant aspects of the 

Life of the historical Colum Cille.  

Sanctus igitur Columba nobilibus fuerat oriundus genitalibus, patrem habens Fedilmithum filium 
Ferguso, matrem Aethneam nomine, cujus pater latine filius navis dici potest, scotica vero lingua mac 
naue. Hic anno secundo post Cul-drebiniæ bellum, aetatis vero suae xlii, de Scotia ad Brittanniam pro 
Christo perigrinari volens enavigavit.  
 
The holy Columba was born of noble parents, having as his father Fedelmith, Fergus’s son, and his 
mother, Ethne by name, whose father may be called in Latin ‘son of a ship’, and in the Irish tongue 
Mac-naue. In the second year after the battle of Cul-drebene, the forty-second year of his age, Columba 
sailed away from Ireland to Britain, wishing to be a pilgrim for Christ.82 
 

Colum Cille’s genealogy remains consistent in all of the medieval and Early Modern texts relating to 

his Life.  

The presence of extended pedigrees in saints’ Lives and other hagiographical materials is a 

feature that is found mainly in late medieval texts. The Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae 

features similarly fully developed saints’ genealogies, an indication perhaps that such texts may have 

been used as sources in later hagiography. The earliest manuscript witness to CGSH dates to the 12th 

century. It appears to have been from the Columban monastery at Kells.83   Colum Cille is provided 

with two full genealogies in the text as collated by Ó Riain:  

Colum Cille m. Feidlimid m. Fergus m. Conaill Gulban m. Neill Noigiallaig m. Echach Mugmedoin 
m. Muredaig Tirig m. Fiachach Sroptine m. Corpre Liphechair m. Cormaic Ulfota m. Airt Oenfir m. 
Cuind Cetchathaig m. Feidlimid Rechtada84 

 
81 ibid. 
82 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 186–87. 
83 Pádraig Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1985), 4. 
84 ibid., 4, for the other, see 61. 
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This version of Colum Cille’s familial background is the most persistent in the saint’s cultural 

tradition. As a descendant of Conall Gulban and Niall Noígíallach, Colum Cille has historically been 

understood to have been a member of the Cenél Conaill dynasty, the northwestern branch of the 

northern Uí Néill.  

 Conall Gulban was believed to have been one of four sons of Niall Noígíallach, the famed 

high king of Ireland, along with Éogan, from whom the Cenél nEógain claimed descent, Cairpre, 

from whom came the Cenél Coirpri, and Énna. Brian Lacey posits that Conall Gulban was not 

descended from Niall at all, given the lack of truly contemporaneous sources, and the possibility that 

his existence may have been the result of a confusion of Conall Gulban with Niall’s other son, 

Conall Cremthainne.85 The only mention of Conall Gulban in the annals is his death date of 464 in 

the Annals of the Four Masters,86 which Lacey argues is drawn from the Life of Caillín, though it is 

unclear whether that date is derived from the original 13th century text or that preserved in the Book 

of Fenagh.87 The only text which details Conall Gulban’s Life, Echtra Conaill Gulban, was also likely 

composed in the 13th century. While some aspects of the traditions preserved in this text may date to 

the early medieval period, it was probably compiled by members of the learned Ó Cléirigh family for 

the Clann Dálaigh, who claimed descent from Cenél Conaill.  

  The existence of an influential group of people known as the Cenél Conaill who held power 

over what is now known as Tír Chonaill is undeniable. The four sons of Niall, as aforementioned, 

were said to have conquered Tír Chonaill in the 5th century and founded their respective dynasties. 

References to the Cenél Conaill and Cenél Eoghain in this area exist from the 6th century onwards, 

but it is unclear as to how the Cenél Conaill themselves truly came to wield such extensive power in 

 
85 Brian Lacey, Cenél Conaill and the Donegal Kingdoms (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2006), 31. 
86 John O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to 
the Year 1616 (Dublin, 1856), vol. 1, 146. 
87 ibid. 
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the early Middle Ages.  

The origin of the Uí Néill themselves is particularly unclear, but their expansion from northern 

Connacht northwards has been suggested.88 Brian Lacey has argued that the “northern Uí Néill” in 

Tír Chonaill were not ultimately a product of this migration to the north, and more likely developed 

out of “native people” already extant in the northwest of Ireland. Any connection to the Uí Néill 

therefore was the product of genealogical manipulation – “as it were, re-invented with fresh (false) 

identities, as part of a newly-constructed, ‘national’ ruling elite.”89 It is nevertheless undeniable that 

the Cenél Conaill were also presented and long understood to be descendants and members of the 

Uí Néill. Colum Cille’s perceived noble heritage as a member and descendent of Niall Noígíallach 

was a significant factor in empowering him to found and lead the monastery at Iona, as well as in the 

growth of his cult in the northwest of Ireland.  Adomnán offers some clues as to Colum 

Cille’s Life in Ireland prior to his supposed “exile” to Scotland. In Books I.I, II.I, and III.4 of VSC, 

a bishop, whose name Richard Sharpe regularised in his edition as Uinniau, is described as being 

Colum Cille’s master.90 In II.I Adomnán describes his saint as transforming water into wine, while 

studying under Uinniau, as Christ did in John 2:1-11. 

 
Alio in tempore cum vir venerandus in Scotia apud sanctum Findbarrum episcopum adhuc juvenis 
sapientiam sacrae scripturae addiscens commaneret, quadam sollemni die vinum ad sacrificale 
misterium cassu aliquo minime inveniebatur. 

 
At one time, when the venerable man, while still a youth, was living in Ireland with the holy bishop 
Findbarr, acquiring knowledge of sacred scripture, it chanced on a certain festival that no wine was 
found for the sacrificial rite.91 
 

Colum Cille journeys to a well, gathers water, and calls upon the name of Christ as he blesses it, at 

which it is transformed into wine. In returning with the miraculous wine, Colum Cille then attributes 

 
88 Donnchadh Ó Corráin, ‘Historical Need and Literary Narrative’, in Proceedings of the Seventh International Congress of Celtic 
Studies, ed. D.E. Evans (Oxford, 1986). 
89 Lacey, Cenél Conaill and the Donegal Kingdoms, 34. 
90 Adomnán refers to him as ‘Findbarrum, Finnio, and Findbarrum’ in these Books of VSC. 
91 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 324–25. 
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the feat not to himself, but to his master. In Book I.I, Adomnán again briefly mentions that Colum 

Cille performed this miracle while living as a ‘deacon’ with Findbarr.92  Book III.4 only details that 

Uinniau witnesses Colum Cille’s travel in the company of an angel, but again refers to the fact that 

he was evidently Colum Cille’s mentor at a time when he lived in Ireland.93 The true existence of 

Uinniau is a subject of controversy. Sharpe stated that: “The context makes it clear that all three 

forms of the name refer to the same person, but it is not so easy to identify him.”94 In considering 

the possibility that the saint was either Finnian of Moville or Clonard or Finnbarr of Cork, he 

concluded that it was best to regard Uinniau as being a distinct, unknown 6th century saint, because 

an attempt to identify that individual would ultimately be without foundation.95Pádraig Ó Riain 

identifies him as Finnian of Moville, county Down, given that Colum Cille was educated in the north 

of Ireland.96 

More glimpses into Colum Cille’s past can be seen through the fact that Cruithnechán, the 

saint’s foster-father in Ireland, is described as witnessing the appearance of a holy light over the saint 

while sleeping as a boy.97 The saint is finally described in II.25 as studying in Leinster under his 

 
92 ibid., 197. 
93 ibid., 471. 
94 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 317–18. 
95 ibid. 
96 “Uinniau/Finnian” of Moville or Clonard (here, I follow Ó Riain’s spelling) has consistently been credited as the 
author of Penitentialis Vinniani. It has also been argued that the saint’s name is ultimately of Brythonic origin, which is 
apparent in Sharpe’s use of Uinniau, which David Dumville argues to have developed into Latin (as well as Irish) from a 
Brythonic root, and also suggests a Welsh origin; David N. Dumville, Gildas and Uinniau, ed. Michael Lapidge and David 
N (Cambridge: Boydell Press, 1984); David N. Dumville, ‘The colophon of “The Penitential of Uinniau,”’ in Corona 
monastica: moines Bretons de Landévennec. Histoire et mémoire celtiques. Mélanges offerts au père Marc Simon, ed. Louis Lemoine and 
Bernard Merdrignac (Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2004).  Ó Riain further suggests that “Finnian” had been 
a missionary saint like St Patrick and may have been native to an Irish settlement in southwest Britain. While his 
identification of this “Finnian” to be that associated with Moville is compelling, Ó Riain also considers the identification 
of Colum Cille’s teacher as “Finnian” of Clonard to be problematic, though acknowledging that other scholars have 
argued for this identity; Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 321–22. Based on the Brythonic root of his name, Léon 
Fleuriot argued that “Finnian” of Clonard was of Breton origin, claiming that he had spent time in south Wales, 
Cornwall, and Brittany, before eventually arriving in Ireland; Léon Fleuriot, ‘Varia: 1., Le “saint” breton Winniau et le 
pénitentiel dit “de Finnian”?”’, Études celtiques 15 (1976): 607–14; James Fraser accepts the identification of Colum Cille’s 
teacher as the “Finnian” of Moville rather than Clonard, but also suggests that the name may have been further 
corrupted into St Ninian, whose cult grew in Northumbria and Scotland from the 8th-12th centuries; James Fraser, From 
Caledonia to Pictland: Scotland to 795 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009). 
97 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 466–67. 
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teacher, Gemmán.98 

 These narratives may be interpreted as evidence of Adomnán’s interest in presenting Colum 

Cille’s well-rounded educational background as a monk and abbot. Some of this knowledge may 

originate in Adomnán’s personal knowledge that he may have garned from their familial ties through 

the Cenél Conaill. Any specific details of his teachers and mentors within this text, however, are 

overshadowed by the hagiographical and Biblical themes that are present in each of these narratives. 

It is impossible, therefore, to truly outline with any degree of accuracy Colum Cille’s Life in Ireland 

prior to his foundation of Iona.99 A lack of historical knowledge concerning Colum Cille along with 

an absence of contemporaneous biographies allowed the legend of Colum Cille to emerge not only 

as found in VSC, but as also found in later versions of his Life, and indeed those of the other saints.  

1.2 Adomnán 
 

While relatively little is known about the early successors of Colum Cille, in the century 

between Colum Cille’s death and Adomnán’s succession to the abbacy, Iona grew into a monastic 

powerhouse which enjoyed jurisdiction over both Ireland and Scotland. A list of the abbots of Iona 

in the Leabhar Mór Leacán version of CGSH, and Liber Confraternitatis Sancti Petri Salisburgensis, 

details the abbots who succeeded Colum Cille and Adomnán.100 The majority of the early abbots of 

Iona were also members of Cenél Conaill. That was not a requirement as the third and fifth abbots, 

Fergna101 and Suibne are exceptions to this pattern.102 The tradition began with the second abbot of 

Iona, Baoithín (Baithéne), who was Colum Cille’s first cousin; Baoithín’s father, Brénainn mac 

 
98 ibid., 382–83. 
99 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 27. 
100 ibid., 32;  Herbert indicates that the list in CGSH may have been a 10th century addition from an 8th century source as 
the list includes the abbot Dubthach, d. 938, while the other finishes with Slebine, d. 767 and likely dates to the 8th 
century; Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 53–54. 
101 Whose connection to the sept was provided in Middle Irish sources. 
102 Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 53–54. 
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Ferguso, was the brother of Fedlimid.103 At the point that Faílbe, Adomnán’s immediate 

predecessor, succeeded to the abbacy, the precise status of Iona amongst monasteries in Britain is 

uncertain. It remained head of the Columban paruchia in Ireland and Scotland and Faílbe likely 

travelled to Ireland visitingits satellitemonasteries.104 However, the paschal controversy affected 

Iona’s standing during the mid- to late 7th century. The Synod of Whitby in 664 and Lindisfarne’s 

acceptance of the Roman date for Easter in keeping with Northumbria exacerbated Iona’s 

predicament. The extent of Iona’s connection with Lindisfarne during this time is unclear, however. 

While the prestigious status of Iona amongst British churches was in question, Herbert indicates that 

this was not so in the case of other members of the Columban paruchia in Ireland.105 

This was the situation in Iona when Adomnán inherited the abbacy in 679, a position he 

held until his death. According to the entries in the annals, Adomnán was born c. 625 and died on 

Iona on 23 September 704.106 He was Colum Cille’s distant cousin through Sétna mac Ferguso, and 

was therefore from a different branch of Cenél Conaill than the previous holders of the position, 

who were mostly descended from Ninnid mac Ferguso.107 Adomnán’s oft-cited reference to Ireland 

as nostram Scotiam in Book III.23 of VSC indicates that he was from Ireland. It has been suggested 

that he may have originated from Tír Áeda, the modern barony of Tirhugh in south Tír Chonaill. 

This assertion is possibly supported by Adomnán’s mention of the church of Druim Tuama in the 

Book III.23 which details Colum Cille’s death.  

Eadem quoque hora aliam visionem aliter revelatum unis ex eís qui viderant, Christi miles, 
 

103 Richard Sharpe’s table of the Cenél Conaill relationships is very helpful; Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 
Table I. 
104  He is recorded as travelling to Ireland in 673 according to AU and AT. 
105 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 47. 
106 As both Adomnán and Colum Cille are recorded as having died at the age of 77, Ó Riain suggested that this may have 
been an intentional numerical manipulation in recognition of the number seven in Christian tradition; Pádraig Ó Riain, 
‘Adamnán’s Age at Death: Fact or Symbol?’, Studia Celtica Japonica 5 (1992): 7–18; Jonathan Wooding, ‘Introduction’, in 
Adomnán of Iona: Theologian, Lawmaker, Peacemaker, ed. J.M. Wooding, R. Aist, and T. O’Loughlin (Dublin: Four Courts 
Press, 2010), 11–19. 
107 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 48; Brian Lacey, ‘Adomnán 
and Donegal’, in Adomnán of Iona: Theologian, Lawmaker, Peacemaker, ed. J.M. Wooding, R. Aist, and T. O’Loughlin 
(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2010), 20–35; Lacey, Adomnán, Adhamhnán, Eunan, 40. 
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valde senex, cujus nomen etiam potest dici ‘ferreolus’, scotice vero Ernene, gente mocu 
Fir-roide, qui inter aliorum sancti Columbae monacorum reliquias, et ipse sanctus 
monacus, in dorso Tómme sepultus cum sanctis resurrectionem exspectat, mihi 
Adomnano illo juveni in tempore cum grandi retulerat testificatione. 
 
 Another vision, differently revealed to me at the same hour, was told with strong 
aservation to me, Adomnan, then a young man, by one of those that had seen it, a very 
aged soldier of Christ, of the family mocu Fir-roide, whose name, in Irish Ernene, can also 
be rendered ‘man of iron.’ He (himself a holy monk) lies buried among the remains of 
other monks of Saint Columba, and awaits the resurrection with the saints, in the ridge of 
Tóimm..108 
 

Druim Tuama was a church settlement close to Donegal Bay, that may have been under the 

jurisdiction of St Molaise of Daiminis.109 It was referred to as Sírdruimm by Tiréchan before it 

became part of the Columban familia. Adomnán’s mention of having attended this place as a juvenis 

may give some insight into his Cenél Conaill background.110  

Adomnán only refers to the Uí Néill in VSC once, in Colum Cille’s prophecy of a battle 

between his ‘near kindred’ and the Cruithin. There is no mention of his own connection to that 

noble dynasty.111 His mother, who is named ‘Ronnat’ in the Middle Irish introduction to Cáin 

Adomnáin, appears to have belonged to another sept of Donegal provenance, the Cenél nÉndai. 

While multiple families in the northwest of Ireland appear to have gone by this endonym, Lacey 

argues that Adomnán’s mother was a member of those who were present in the territory stretching 

between the Swillyburn and Derry, near the dioceses of Raphoe and Derry, and that he originally 

came from east Donegal.112 Although Adomnán became associated with Raphoe in the later Middle 

Ages, it is unclear as to whether he ever had involvement in the foundation of the Columban church 

there. It is likely that Adomnán became an active member of the Colunban monastic community 

outside of Iona during the abbacy of Segéne and may have been educated in multiple monasteries 

 
108 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 532–34. 
109 Edmund Hogan, Onomasticon Goedelicum: Locorum et Tribuum Hiberniae et Scotiae (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1993), 369. 
110 Lacey, ‘Adomnán and Donegal’, 20; Brian Lacey, ‘Tiréchan’s Sírdruimm, Adomnán’s Dorsum Tómme’, The Journal of 
the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 132 (2002): 148–50; Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 376–77; Lacey, 
Adomnán, Adhamhnán, Eunan, 37–39. 
111 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 314–19. 
112 Lacey, ‘Adomnán and Donegal’, 25–26. 
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prior to his own succession.113 

Adomnán’s politically powerful background allowed him to use his noble status to his 

advantage in the course of his abbacy. This is especially seen through his close relationship with 

Aldfrith of Northumbria, whose mother was Irish, and who was educated at Iona. As discussed 

earlier, Iona’s stability and status at the time of Adomnán’s succession to the abbacy was in question 

due to the community’s refusal to adopt the Roman Easter date. Though Adomnán eventually did 

accept the Roman date after a visit to Northumbria, in the years following the Synod of Whitby, 

Iona’s prestige in Northumbria was not as significant as it had been previously. Aware of this, 

Adomnán likely cultivated his relationship with Aldfrith, also a member of the Uí Néill,114 in order to 

re-elevate and maintain the monastery’s status. He mentions visiting Northumbria and Aldfrith twice 

in Book II.46 of VSC during outbreaks of plague. Bede states that Adomnán brought Aldfrith a 

copy of De Locis Sanctis during one of these excursions.115 An entry in AU in 687 records that 

Adomnán brought back sixty captives to Ireland, who may have been taken by Ecgfrith from Brega 

and held as hostages.116 As Barbara Yorke suggested, “The safe return of these people would have 

helped raise the standing of Adomnán among the broader political community as a prominent 

member of the Cenél Conaill.”117  

 As Máire Herbert said, “The evidence from Iona and from Ireland, therefore, suggests that 

zeal in the performance of his office as successor of Colum Cille was the prime motivation of 

Adomnán’s deeds.”118 It might be argued that while Adomnán sought to emphasise and ensure the 

 
113 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 45. 
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memorialization of his abbey’s patron saint, he also regarded Colum Cille’s legacy as a model upon 

which to base his own religious and political career. His own familial relations with Colum Cille 

through their mutual connection to the Cenél Conaill allowed Adomnán to engage in contact with 

the secular world not only in Northumbria, but also in Ireland and Scotland.  

This may be seen in the presence of two notably significant members of the Cenél Conaill 

and Uí Néill in the list of guarantors in Cáin Adomnáin. This he promulgated in the central location 

of Birr in 697 in commemoration of Colum Cille’s death. Although it was compiled after VSC, it is 

relevant on account of its representation of the political role of Adomnán and Iona. The first of 

these two guarantors, “Loingsech mac Óengusa rí Erenn,”119 Adomnán’s 5th cousin, succeeded to 

the position of high king in 696 after the death of Fínnechta Fledach of Síl nÁedo Sláine. As Máirin 

Ní Dhonnchadha has shown, the elevation of Loingsech over the other secular individuals who 

promulgated the law at Birr likely reflected Adomnán’s “hopes of a Cenél Conaill hegemony.”120  

1.3 Vita Sancti Columbae 
 
 Although the precise dates as to when Adomnán wrote and completed VSC are unclear, it is 

most likely that it was composed between 696 and 697. Richard Sharpe suggested that Adomnán 

may have begun writing the text around 696 as he mentions that he had been abbot of Iona for 

seventeen years by that point.121 The synod referred to in Book II.45 of VSC must have been one 

and the same as the synod at Birr at which Adomnán promulgated the Cáin Adomnáin, an event that 

is used to establish the date of Adomnán’s return to Iona. 

Tertia proinde vice, cum nos aesteo tempore post everniensis siondi condictum in plebe 
generis Loerni per aliquot venti contrarietate retardaremur dies, ad Sainem devenimus 
insulam; ibidemque demoratos festivae sancti Columbae nox et sollemnis diei nos invenit 

 
119  Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha indicates that the description of Loingsech as “rí Érenn” may have been a late edition. 
120 Máirin Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘The Guarantor List of Cáin Adomnáin, 697’, Peritia 1 (1982): 197; This is underscored by 
the following guarantor in the list, described as "Congalach mac Fergusa rí Ceneoil Conaild," who was subsequently the 
successor of the kingship of Tara and Uí Néill following his cousin Loingsech. While this occurred after the 
promulgation of the law, it might be assumed that he held particularly high status amongst the Cenél Conaill.. 
121 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 55. 



 44 

valde tristificatos videlicet desiderantes eandem diem in Iova facere laetificam insula. Unde 
sicut prius alia querebamur vice, dicentes: ‘Placetne tibi sancte crastinam tuae festivitatis 
inter plebeos et non in tua eclesia transigere diem? Facile tibi est talis in exordio diei a 
domino inpertare, ut contrarii in secundos vertantur venti, et in tua celebremus eclesia tui 
natalis misarum sollemnia. 
 
So too on the third occasion, in the summer season, after the meeting of the Irish synod, 
when for several days we were delayed by contrary wind among the people of the tribe of 
Loern, we came to the island of Saine, and there the night of the festive and solemn day of 
Saint Columba found us waiting, much saddened, because we desired to spend that joyful 
day in the island of Io. Therefore again, as before, we complained, saying: ‘Does it please 
you, holy one, that we should pass the day of your festivity tomorrow among laymen and 
not in your church? In the beginning of such a day it is an easy thing for you to obtain of 
the Lord that the contrary winds should be turned to favourable ones, and that we should 
celebrate in your church the solemn rites of masses, on your natal day.122 

 
While Adomnán was frustrated that he and his followers would not be able to attend the festivities 

of the feast day for his patron saint, he was grateful for the saint’s intercession which made his 

journey possible. We are also given a valuable glimpse into Adomnán’s personal attitude towards the 

memory of his saint, and how the members of Iona viewed Colum Cille’s saintly intercession into 

their affairs. Moreover, the hundredth anniversary of Colum Cille’s death in 697 allowed Adomnán 

to utilise the saint to further his own political motives in promulgating the law. If this section of 

VSC refers to the events of Colum Cille’s feast day, this indicates that the Life of Colum Cille was 

completed after the composition of Cáin Adomnáin. 

Adomnán says in the opening to the First Preface that the Life was composed in response to 

the request of the brethren of the monastery.123 As Lives of Patrick and Brigid had already been 

produced by the end of the 7th century, an equivalent Life of Colum Cille was needed to bolster 

Iona’s prestige. Adomnán implies in the same preface that very little knowledge of Colum Cille’s 

deeds had spread through popular report, but also notes that the Life only records some of the great 

things attributed to him.124 Even though he has omitted some things ‘for the sake of brevity,’ we 

might infer Adomnán’s interest in preserving the memory of Colum Cille’s deeds and framing them 
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within his own commentary. Adomnán clearly intended to produce a testimony to Colum Cille’s 

abbacy of Iona that would link Colum Cille and Iona inextricably together. The cult of Colum Cille 

had also already been well established within Scotland by the time Adomnán was writing VSC, and 

there are numerous references in the text to practices relating to the saint’s cult such as veneration of 

his relics.125 

Book I of VSC is focused on Colum Cille’s prophesies, Book II on his miracles, and Book 

III on his angelic visions. According to his own words, some of Adomnán’s purpose in writing this 

work was not only to preserve the memory of Colum Cille, but to avoid presenting a perceived 

fictional version of the saint. His intent was to produce a text rooted in historical veracity, and he 

acknowledges that he was dependent on information from ‘eye-witnesses’ who were part of the 

paruchia of Iona, as well as other individuals, in his compilation of the Life. He also claims to have 

been recording his episodes about Columba which he received through “a precise line of 

informants.”126Adomnán’s emphasis on the fact that his sources were ‘informed people’ and ‘learned 

men’ is important. Sharpe suggested that his use of expertus and experti in some contexts may equate 

to the Old Irish concept of senchas.127 The line from the informants to Adomnán’s texts is often 

traceable, and some of his witnesses were those who had direct contact with monks who were 

Colum Cille’s contemporaries.128 This is seen through his descriptions of the individuals who 

provided information about the patron saint. One example is an episode in Book II.9 which details 

the manner in which Colum Cille’s miracle resurrected the Pictish priest Éogenán’s book after it fell 

into water and became ruined. As Adomán relates: 

 
125 Thomas Clancy indicates that “the stock of legend and poetry concerning the saint” carried by early medieval Gaels 
likely did not come from Adomán’s text but from oral tradition – could this be a reason for Adomnán’s comment 
above? Thomas Owen Clancy, ‘Personal, Political, Pastoral: The Multiple Agenda of Adomnán’s Life of Columba’, in 
The Polar Twins: Scottish History and Scottish Literature, ed. Edward J. Cowan and Douglas Gifford (Edinburgh: John Donald 
Publishers, Ltd, 1999), 39–60. 
126 Picard, ‘Bede, Adomnán, and the Writing of History’, 53. 
127 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 245. 
128 ibid. 
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De supra memorati vero Eugenani libro virís quibusdam veracibus et perfectís bonique 
testimonii sine ulla ambiguitate relationem accipimus qui eundem libellum post tot 
supradictos submersionis dies candidissimum et lucidissimum considerarunt.  

   
But in the case of the above-named Iogenan’s book, we have received an account of the 
facts, without any possible doubt, from certain truthful and blameless men of good 
testimony, who found the same book to be, after so many days of immersion, 
extraordinarily white and clear.129 

 
Again, we see Adomnán’s emphasis on the fact that this miraculous deed occurred and was witnessed 

by capable individuals who then transmitted the story to Adomnán. The consistent use of this kind 

of language to describe the individuals and sources from which Adomnán received these stories 

might be seen as his conscious effort to ensure that his writing was taken as a verifiable testimonial 

of his saint’s Life.  

This interest in asserting the veracity of Colum Cille’s Life may also be seen in the role that 

Adomnán establishes for himself as hagiographer. Perhaps one of the most unique aspects of this 

kind of hagiography is the fact that the abbot utilises the first person to relate his experiences and to 

describe his interactions with others in the compilation of his text. As Clancy describes him: “This 

gives the impression of Adomnán as a very busy central character in the text itself, gathering and 

verifying material, working to assure us of the veracity of what is described.”130 This is especially 

relevant in the example provided earlier in Book II.45. While the context of this narrative and the 

context of the date of composition of the text have been discussed, it also reflects Adomnán’s self-

insertion in the story of Colum Cille’s posthumous miracles.  

In Books II.44-46, where Adomnán cannot provide the same testimony from individuals 

who had contact with Colum Cille in Life, he acts as his own witness. In Book II.44, the monks of 

Iona are described as seeking intercession from Columba by carrying his tunic and reading from his 

books to stop a drought on the island. Adomnán tells us that this event happened seventeen years 
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previously, and that he was there to witness the miraculous rain fall. This is also the case in Book 

II.45 in which he relates not just the time that he was in danger of not being able to return for the 

feast day, but two other instances of ‘contrary winds.’ By presenting himself as a witness to the 

results of his intercessory prayers to the saint, Adomnán calls upon his own experiences as 

testimony to the saint’s posthumous capabilities. Clancy believes that these sections illustrate 

Adomnán in “action, trying to understand and extend his community’s relationship with the dead 

saint.”131 It may also be seen as Adomnán’s conscious manipulation of his own political status as 

abbot of Iona and a member of Colum Cille’s kindred in order to grant himself the agency to ensure 

that his own testimonials would be believed. 

While Adomnán’s text purports to be solely about the Life of the patron saint of Iona, some 

vision of his own political agenda as the abbot of Iona can nevertheless be discerned from the text. 

The synod at which Adomnán promulgated Cáin Adomnáin was a “massive demonstration of the 

reviving power of the Cenél Conaill and Iona.”132 The Synod further served as a declaration of 

Iona’s sovereignty over Armagh and other Patrician monasteries with the evident support of 

Armagh itself.133 In the mid-7th century, the Uí Néill in Ireland began to favour Armagh over Iona in 

terms of ecclesiastical jurisdiction over Ireland. This was likely due to the geographical location of 

Armagh and the influence which it held over the north of Ireland. In contrast, Iona was 

geographically peripheral and lacked significant direct contact with other monasteries beyond that 

which it enjoyed with its daughter houses.Armagh and other Patrician monasteries were untainted by 

the Paschal controversy as they had fallen into communion with Rome earlier.134  

The return to power of his kindred again empowered Adomnán. His interest in the political 
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matters of the monastery and its strategic position in the early insular world is evident from VSC. 

VSC is not only a piece of hagiography, but a propaganda text that promoted the cause of Adomnán 

and the Cenél Conaill branch of the Uí Néill.  

 Adomnán’s explicit interest in Iona’s political role is first visible in his inclusion of some 

narratives that depict Colum Cille’s participation in the early medieval politics of Ireland and 

Scotland. The most famous of these is Colum Cille’s ordination of Áedán mac Gabráin, king of Dál 

Ríata, which Michael Enright has shown also reflects the influence of the Bible on Adomnán’s text. 

As he has also shown, Colum Cille’s relationship with kings in the text is distinct:  

 
Kings can freely make requests of him, seek his advice, find protection for their Lives and 
vengeance for their deaths while receiving victory in battle, favourable treatment for their 
sons, help in constructing alliances, and refuge on Iona.135  

 

Other examples of saints in other hagiographical sources present them often as fasting against kings. 

In contrast, assistance in regnal succession is presented as a natural aspect of Colum Cille’s role as 

abbot of Iona. As Enright has also said, “[i]n his picture of Columba’s interactions, Adomnán is also 

sketching the socio-political approach that his successors must imitate.”136  

Adomnán’s manipulation of the text to fulfil his own personal goals is evident in several 

instances in VSC,  and does not hesitate to provide his own voice. Through his intention to write a 

historical record of his monastery’s patron saint, Adomnán created a model which would be 

followed by the authors of the later medieval and early modern Irish Lives of Colum Cille. If this 

text is accepted as the first truly comprehensive record of the saint’s historical existence and by 

extension the first in the Columban tradition, Adomnán’s political motivations in compiling it 

should not be ignored. Adomnán’s attempt to provide genuine testimonial and to establish the 
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historical contexts in which the saint lived and he himself was writing is an indication of a politically 

charged atmosphere both in the ecclesiastical and secular worlds. His insertion of his own 

testimonial in the text is also an assertion of his own agency in his abbatial career. With the above 

discussion in consideration, Adomnán’s VSC is the first clear demonstration of the ways in which 

the character of Colum Cille could be drawn upon for political and personal gain. 

1.4 Amrae Coluimb Chille  
 
 
The second text pertinent to the early medieval Columban tradition is the Amrae Coluimb Chille, a 

poem that has traditionally been believed to have been composed shortly after Colum Cille’s death 

in 597. It is said to have been written by the so-called ‘chief poet of Ireland’, Dallán Forgaill. Not 

unlike Colum Cille’s own tradition, it is difficult to separate the author of the text from the folk 

version which emerged amongst the various textual traditions of ACC. No explicit reference to 

Dallán Forgaill exists prior to the 11th century.137 He is ultimately associated with Ceall Dalláin, 

county Cavan, though later tradition claims that ACC was composed in Meath. Later venerated as a 

saint, Dallán Forgaill seems to have been closely associated with Colum Cille and Baoithín.138 Clancy 

and Márkus have unquestioningly accepted Dallán’s authorship of ACC but Bisagni has recently 

called that attribution into question.139 Despite the traditional claims that ACC was completed 

shortly after Colum Cille’s death, no evidence exists to suggest that ACC was composed in or near 

Iona. It has been argued that the poem attributed to Adomnan, Colum Cille co Día domm eráil, which 

follows ACC in some manuscripts, reflects his knowledge of ACC to the extent that it demonstrates 
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parallelisms with that poem.140 ACC itself survives in ten main manuscripts, which in most instances 

include a redaction of ACC’s Middle Irish preface. Fragments of ACC are also preserved in six 

other manuscripts.141 

 While the identity of the author is uncertain,142 Clancy and Márkus concluded that the author 

was a “poet well versed in church matters and in Latin, and knowledgeable about Columba’s 

intellectual accomplishments.”143 That he was a cleric or in some way directly connected directly to 

an Irish monastery seems probable.144 In view of these considerations, some clues as to the author’s 

background and knowledge may be discerned from the text. References to both the New Testament 

and psalms indicate his knowledge of ecclesiastical matters and Biblical knowledge. The language of 

the text is primarily Old Irish, and use of Latin designates denotes ACC as an early example of Latin 

and Irish codeswitching, especially as the author adopts Irish words that correspond directly to their 

Latin cognates. Knowledge of other languages and especially church learning may also be seen in 

line 14 of section VIII, describing Colum Cille’s Life:  

  Ic udbud caín sruith  
  scéo magister muintire. 
  Fri angel n-acallastar.  
  Ad-gaíl gramataig ngréic.  
   
  …….a gentle venerable old man, 
  and a magister of the community. 
  He conversed with an angel. 
  He mastered (?) Greek grammar.145 
 
The study of grammar and biblical exegesis have been shown to be fundamental tenets of medieval 

Irish ecclesiastical education, and of Colum Cille’s scholarly formation. This allusion to Colum 
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Cille’s study of Greek perhaps could indicate an author with first-hand knowledge of the saint.  

 The presentation of Colum Cille within ACC has been said to differ greatly from Adomnán’s 

characterization of the saint in VSC. Charles-Edwards remarked that three distinct themes can be 

identified in the poem: the saint and his interactions with angels; the saint’s scholarly formation, and 

the saint’s asceticism. The treatment of these themes in ACC, however, lacks the cohesion found in 

Adomnán’s text.146 As seen in the mention of his mastery of Greek, this focus on Colum Cille’s 

scholarship in the text is a significant deviation from Adomnán’s presentation of the saint in VSC.147 

Sections IV and V present the saint as interacting directly with specific Christian writings. 

References to Basil, Cassian, and Solomon are particularly noteworthy. 

Ba éola axal n-angel.  
 Ar-bert Bassil bráthu.  

  Ar-gair gnímu de aidbsib airbrib.  
 
  Ráith rith rethes dar cais caíndénum.  
  Fáig feirb fithir. 
  Gaís glúasa glé.  
  Glinnsius, salmu.  
  Sluinnsius, léig libru,  
  libuir ut car Casión  
  Cathu gulae gáelais. 
  Libru Solman sexus.  
 
  He was familiar with apostles [and] angels.  
  He applied the judgements of Basil.  
  He guides the actions of the multitudes through his marvellous chants.  
   
  He coursed the course which courses across hatred with good deeds.  
  The teacher wove the word. 
  With intelligence, he made glosses clear.  
  He established them, the Psalms.  
  He explained them, the books of the Law, 
  books ut Cassian loved.  
  The battles of gula he won. 
  The books of Solomon, he followed them.148   
 
Charles-Edwards inferred that this reference to Basil may have indicated that the Rule of Basil 
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significantly influenced the monastic structure of Iona during Colum Cille’s abbacy.149 In view of the 

lack of clear evidence that this Rule or any of Basil’s writings were in significant circulation in 

Ireland in the early 7th century, Bisagni has more recently argued that this reference to Basil does not 

refer to the Rule of Basil. Instead, he argues that this ‘judgement of Basil’ is derived from the 

description of Basil in Canones Theodori, which began to circulate in Ireland in the 8th century, thereby 

indicating a later date of composition for ACC. As Basil’s views on penance influenced Theodore of 

Canterbury’s own teachings, the consistent references to Basil in conjunction with forms of iudicare 

may have led to the reference Bassil bráthu in ACC. If this is indeed the case, this line might mark the 

author’s interest in highlighting Colum Cille’s recognition and adherence to the penitential rule of St 

Basil.150  

 In contrast, the reference to the works of the theologian Cassian has been used as evidence 

of the text’s earlier date. Pádraig Ó Néill argued that ACC and the 7th century Apgitir Chrábaid151 

shared the same theological background based on their shared use of Basil and Cassian.152 The gula, 

left untranslated in this section, may refer to the sin of gluttony, and as Cassian placed this particular 

sin at the top of his list, Ó Néill believed that this reference indicated the author’s familiarity with 

Cassian’s writing.153  

Clancy and Márkus suggest that the following reference to the books of Solomon154 may be 

an allusion to the three renunciations as described to be in accordance with in Cassian’s Collationes.155 

With this in mind, there is still some question as to the transmission of the writings of Cassian in the 

 
149 Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, 287. 
150 See: Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 158–98. 
151 Supposedly composed by Colmán mac Béognae/Colman Elo, though this authorship has been contested. Ó Riain 
also claims him as one of the many Colmáns that were locational copies of Colum Cille, although Adomnán mentions 
him in Book I.5 of VSC Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 203–5. 
152 Pádraig P. Ó Néill, ‘The Date and Authorship of Apgitir Chrábaid: Some Internal Evidence’, in Ireland und die 
Christenheit: Bibelstudien und Mission, ed. Proinseas Ní Chatháin and Michael Richter (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1987), 203–15. 
153 Ó Néill, 208. 
154 Proverbs, Ecclesiasticus, and Song of Songs. 
155 Clancy and Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery, 243. 



 53 

7th century. While these references to the theologian’s work have been used as evidence to date the 

text to the same era as Apgitir Chrábaid, they may also point to the possibility that ACC was 

composed in the later Old Irish period as other Old Irish texts dating to the 8th century were 

influenced by Cassian’s work. 

Notwithstanding the difficulty of dating the text and its context, it is nevertheless undeniable 

that these passages intentionally tie Colum Cille’s own theological edification to the theologians of 

late antiquity and elucidate the author’s interest in highlighting Colum Cille’s asceticism. In the first 

sections of the text, the author describes the saint anddeclares: “he was a pillar of knowledge in 

every peak, he was a peak to the book of the difficult Law.”156 These assertions, which are evident 

throughout the poem, claim that Colum Cille was educated in both the New and Old Testaments, 

was the pre-eminent teacher in monastery, and articulated the voice of the Lord. Those references to 

early Christian authors underline the author’s interest in portraying Colum Cille as being erudite in 

these fundamental aspects of monastic life.  

 The other striking aspect of this text is its focus on Colum Cille’s familial background and 

political involvement. Returning to the role of Iona in the succession of kings as discussed in the last 

chapter, the text infers that the poem was commissioned by Áed mac Ainmuireach. A genuine 

relation of Colum Cille,157 Áed was the king of Cenél Conaill in the time of Colum Cille’s Life, and 

supposedly died in 598 the year after Colum Cille’s death.  This has been presented as evidence that 

ACC was composed prior to the king’s death, and therefore in immediate response to the death of 

the saint. Áed mac Ainmirech and Áedán mac Gabráin of Dál Ríata were notably the two kings 

present at the meeting of Druim Cett for which Adomnán describes Colum Cille returning to 

Ireland so that he could negotiate the release of Scandlán mac Colmáin.158 This mention of Áed in 

 
156 Boí sab suíthi cech dind, boí dind doc libur léig docht; Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 268–69. 
157 Clancy and Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery, 243. 
158 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 230–33. 
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the body of the ACC is especially noteworthy as Colum Cille’s interaction with Áed and subsequent 

release of Scandlán as described in VSC became a central focus of the Middle Irish preface to ACC 

and later accounts of the meeting of Druim Cett, as discussed later in this thesis 

 The poem provides Colum Cille’s genealogy as indicated in the first section of this chapter. 

An assertionthat the saint was also a descendant of ‘Cairpre battle-king’ (Cairpri chathrach) may be 

an allusion to the lineage of his mother, Eithne.159 Part of section VIII confirms his status as a 

member of the Cenél Conaill through his descent from Conall Gulban and states the name of the 

saint’s father.  

 
 Sóer sech thúaith: sin indedim. 
 Macc Feidlimthea, fích túaith, fín nouit.  

 
A freeman beyond [his] túath: that I declare. 

 The son of Fedelmid, he fought in the North, he nouit the end.160 
 

This continued emphasis on Colum Cille’s noble background indicates the author’s interest in 

portraying the saint’s elevated status not only in the monastic, but also in the secular world. In view 

of Colum Cille’s political activities and his role in maintaining good relations with lay nobles, this 

poem of lamentation for the saint must have been as significant for the laity as it was for the clergy.  

 Colum Cille’s political involvement is seen in another reference to “Conall” in the text:  

Áed at-noí uile oll doíne dronchetál. 
Fechtae for niäe nem, 
ní andil seu súail, ní suáig, 
ní niäe nád nuäe fri cotach Conuail  
cloisius borb béolu bendacht 
bátar oc Taë – tol Ríg. 
 
Áed pledged it: a great strong hymn of all people. 
Hero of the journey to Heaven, 
he is not unloved seu insignificant, not quarrelsome, 
not a champion who is not vigorous as to Conall’s covenant: 
with a blessing he subdued (?) the mouths of the foolish ones 
who were near the Tay – [this was] the King’s will.161 
 

 
159 Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 212, 278–79. 
160 ibid., 276–77. 
161 ibid. 
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The Conall referred to here is not Conall Gulban of Cenél Conaill; instead, he is Conall son of 

Comgall, king of Dál Riata, who is said to have granted the land for Iona to Colum Cille in 574, 

according to the reference in AU which states: “Death in the sixteenth year of his reign of Conall 

son of Comgall who granted the island of Ia to Colum Cille.”162 

The first line of ACC following its preface notably reads “Not newsless is Niall’s 

stronghold,” which seems to be a reference to Niall Noígiallach.163 As discussed earlier, Brian Lacey 

rejects the possibility that there was any real connection between the Uí Néill and Cenél Conaill. 

Moreover, he dismisses this reference as having anything to do with Colum Cille’s heroic ancestor.164 

In contrast, Charles-Edwards takes this line in ACC as being the first written attestation to the line 

of Uí Néill.165 This poses some difficulty when one considers the date of the composition of this 

text. While only one reference in VSC explicitly claims Colum Cille to be a member of the Uí Néill 

through his Cenél Conaill associations, the authors of other examples of early Irish poetry 

potentially contemporaneous with ACC do not hesitate to include this familial background. This is 

especially evident in the poem attributed to Béccán mac Luigdech, For réir Choluimb. Said to date to 

the 7th century, this piece makes explicit references to Colum Cille’s connection with the Uí Néill.  

 
Do ríg ríchid ro-fess fair, 
do cach tomaith tindis céill, 
fri cach ngúasacht céin-ot-mair,  

 [molfas Columb n-auë Néill]. 
 
  To heaven’s King he was known, 
  towards each threat He lit his mind; 

 greatly blessed in every plight 
  he who’ll praise Colum úa Néill.166 

 
162 Mors Conaill m. Comghaill anno regni .xui. sui qui obtulit insolam Iae Columbe Cille; Mac Airt and Mac Niocaill, The 
Annals of Ulster, to AD 1131, 86–87; See also for brief discussion of this point: Clancy and Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry 
of a Celtic Monastery, 118. 
163 Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 266–67. 
164 Brian Lacey, ‘The “Amrae Coluimb Cille” and the Uí Néill’, The Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 134 
(2004): 170. 
165 Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, 441. 
166 The last line of this quatrain has been restored in Clancy and Márkus’ edition based on Fergus Kelly’s reconstruction, 
from the gloss ‘cen not mair .i. mogenar molfas colum ua neill.’ Clancy and Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic 
Monastery, 138–39, 250 (see note d); Fergus Kelly, ‘A Poem in Praise of Columb Cille’, Ériu 24 (1973): 28. 
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A subsequent reference in this poem which references the great wealth (indbas)of the descendants of 

Niall indicates that Colum Cille was understood to be a descendant of the heroic patriarch at the 

time of writing.167 The aforementioned poem ascribed to Adomnán, Colum Cille co Día domm eráil, 

presents Colum Cille as a descendant of the Uí Néill in a similar way.168 As Bisagni points out, 

through these references, the association between the Cenél Conáill and Uí Néill seems to have been 

well established by the early 8th century, if not earlier.169 As ACC otherwise presents Colum Cille as a 

distinctly pastoral figure in his role as abbot of Iona, this emphasis on his political ties indicate that 

the author may have sought to bolster his political connections. 

 All things considered, Bisagni has most recently has argued that the surviving version of the 

ACC is an amended text dating to the 9th century.170 After the death of Adomnán in the early 8th 

century, the successors of the abbacy continued to mostly be members of the Cenél Conaill, or at 

least connected to the Uí Néill.171 By the mid 7th century, a struggle for power over the northwest of 

Ireland between the Cenél Conaill and Cenél nEógain had occurred. Visitations to Ireland by the 

abbot of Iona and a member of the southern Uí Néill, Cilléne Droichtech, in the mid 8th century 

appear to have been focused on securing Iona’s connection with the Cenél Conaill, and broadly with 

the Uí Néill in the wake of a power-struggle within the sept. Evidence suggests that Cilléne 

Droichtech brought with him the relics of Adomnán to Ireland to renew the status of Cáin 

Adomnáin, and Iona’s influence over Ireland. However, Áed Allán, a member of Cenél nEógain, 

became king of the Uí Néill in 734, and this marked not only a shift in political rule, but in monastic 

rule, as the Cenél nEógain had more significant ties with the Patrician monastic community at 

 
167 Clancy and Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery, 140–41; Kelly, ‘A Poem in Praise of Columb Cille’, 19. 
168 Clancy and Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery, 170–71. 
169 Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 209–11. 
170 Charles-Edwards has presented a contrary view to this argument in: T.M. Charles-Edwards, ‘Jacopo Bisagni’s Amrae 
Coluimb Chille’, Peritia 32 (2021): 263–89. 
171 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 57–60. 
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Armagh.172  

Iona itself ultimately became more closely aligned with the Southern Uí Néill in the late 8th 

century, and the Columban familia still enjoyed significant influence over Ireland, as demonstrated by 

the renewals of Cáin Adomnáin and the promulgation of the so-called ‘Law of Colum Cille,’ which 

does not survive. By the 9th century, however, this shift in monastic power from the Columban 

familia to Armagh reached its zenith. As Bisagni claims, a dating of ACC to the Late Old Irish period 

could be plausible, especially if the text had been composed in direct response to the newly 

ascendant status of Armagh in Ireland. This would also account for the text’s intentional alignment 

of Colum Cille with the Uí Néill, that is, asserting that Colum Cille was their saint, as seen particularly 

in the many specific references to the Cenél Conaill.173  

1.5 The Middle Irish Commentary and Preface to Amrae Coluimb Chille  
 

The preceding discussion has focused on ACC as an example of early Irish poetry relating to 

Colum Cille. Within the context of the Columban tradition, it is also necessary to consider the 

transmission and presentation of the text. ACC is not presented without glosses (scholia) and 

commentary in any of its ten manuscripts. To a certain extent, these additions to the poem deviate 

from each other in content and length; and Paul Russell has suggested that they may have come 

from different sources.174 Bisagni indicates that the witnesses of the text preserve the poem with 

little variation and presumes that all of the copies were derived from a common archetype which 

itself already contained the preface, glosses, and commentary. In this sense, as the central text of 

ACC was never copied on its own, the presence of the Middle Irish preface is especially important 

 
172 Herbert, 60–61; Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 220–21. 
173 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 65–69; Bisagni, Amrae 
Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 222–23. 
174 Paul Russell, ‘In Aliis Libris: Adaption, Re-Working and Transmission in the Commentaries to Amra Choluim Cille’, in 
Authorities and Adaptions: The Reworking and Transmission of Textual Sources in Medieval Ireland, ed. Elizabeth Boyle and 
Deborah Hayden (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 2014), 63–93. 
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in tracing the manuscript transmission of the text. 175 

The recensions themselves are separated by the two different versions of the preface. One 

version dates to the 11th century and is found in the three earliest manuscripts which contain ACC: 

Liber Hymnorum, Lebor na hUidre, and Rawlinson B 502. The other version of the preface is contained 

in the other seven witnesses to the tradition.176  

The dating of the first version of the preface to the 11th century is due to the presence of 

Máel Suthain and Ferdomnach, comarba of Colum Cille, though this is not unique to the three earliest 

manuscripts of the text.177 The three recensions of ACC then are united in their presentation of a 

clear sequence: the preface, then the “introductory prayer,” and finally the poem itself. The seven 

post 11th century witnesses are more ‘sophisticated’ than their earlier counter-parts insofar as they 

present ACC in a form that more cohesively incorporates the preface and scholia.178 

 Although the preface and glosses to the ACC preserve numerous verse passages and 

quatrains,179 the central narrative of the text regarding Colum Cille’s return to Ireland to attend the 

meeting of Druim Cett is of particular relevance to this thesis. The preface in the Rawlinson B 502 

manuscript identifies Dallán Forgaill as the author of ACC, but only after setting the location of the 

preface at Druim Cett.180 The text then establishes the three reasons for Colum Cille’s return to 

Ireland from Scotland: firstly, the need to secure the release of Scandlán Mór, the son of Cenn 

Fáelad, king of Osraige; secondly, the imperative to make peace between the men of Ireland and 

Scotland; and thirdly, the necessity to prevent the banishment of the poets from Ireland.181   

 
175 Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 14–15. 
176 Herbert, ‘The Preface to Amra Coluim Cille’, 68; Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 18. 
177 ibid. 
178 Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 22–23. 
179 For a comprehensive organisation of these, see: Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 446–49; Paul Russell 
has also shown that the commentaries to ACC closely resemble early Irish legal commentary - see: Russell, ‘In Aliis 
Libris: Adaption, Re-Working and Transmission in the Commentaries to Amra Choluim Cille’. 
180 Whitley Stokes, ‘The Bodleian Amra Coluim Chille’, Revue Celtique 20 (1899): 37. 
181 Stokes, 39. 
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The preface of ACC does not preserve a cohesive narrative about these events and is instead 

a collection of Columban material about the saint’s involvement in the meeting of Druim Cett.182 

That rígdal is mentioned in AU in the year 575 and Adomnán describes Colum Cille’s attendance at 

the meeting on four occasions in Vita Columbae. He dedicates a separate chapter to Scandlán, whom 

he describes as being held in chains by Áed.183 

Máire Herbert suggested that this focus on the meeting of Druim Cett may have served as an 

intentional elaboration on the information given by Adomnán; moreover, she contended that it was 

compiled by an author who only had secondary source material available to him.184 The Rawlinson B 

502 version of the preface additionally mentions that the poets of Ireland were rejected three times, 

but were retained by the Ulaid for several years.185 Given Adomnán’s lack of any reference to the 

situation of the poets, the inclusion of this assertion may have been part of a “body of traditions 

concerning the relationship between the Irish learned order and in the secular power.”186 Herbert 

further believed that this narrative about the poets’ expulsion was intended to relate back to the 

attribution of ACC to Dallán Forgaill, one of the caste of poets of Ireland.187 

 While the author(s) of the preface may have wanted to expand on the freeing of Scandlán 

Mór’s imprisonment as detailed by Adomnán, the inclusion of this particular narrative appears to be 

just one version of the tale which circulated in the Middle Irish period.188 This assertion is especially 

supported by the evidence of another relatively early text that is preserved in Liber Hymnorum, De 

 
182 Another text demonstrating this particular emphasis on the meeting of Druim Cett is Dúil Dromma Cetta, a glossary of 
potentially northern origin closely related to Cormac’s Glossary. The text contains some entries from ACC, perhaps due 
to the fact that witnesses of both texts are preserved in TCD MS H 3.18 (1337). On this, see: Paul Russell, ‘Dúil 
Dromma Cetta and Cormac’s Glossary’, Études celtiques 32 (1996): 147–74. 
183 Mac Airt and Mac Niocaill, The Annals of Ulster, to AD 1131, 86–87; Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of 
Columba, 230–33, 314–19, 339–41. 
184 Herbert, ‘The Preface to Amra Coluim Cille’, 71. 
185 Stokes, ‘The Bodleian Amra Coluim Chille’, 43. 
186 ibid. 
187 Herbert, ‘The Preface to Amra Coluim Cille’, 71. 
188 ibid. 
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Liberatione Scandlani, which is focused solely on Colum Cille’s role in securing Scandlán’s freedom.189 

It deviates significantly from the version of the tale that is provided in VSC, but again indicates that 

Colm Cille returns to Ireland from Scotland in order to resolve three matters. The circumstances of 

Scandlán’s capture are different from those described by Adomnán. In this particular version, Colum 

Cille is specifically accompanied by Baoithín: 

Now when Colum Cille chanced to come to the door of the fort outside to 
interview Aed, he heard the outcry of Scandlan owing to the greatness of the 
suffering in which he lay; viz. twelve fetters on him, and flesh burning-hot was 
given to him, with only a drop of water on the finger-tip to drink thereafter.190  

 
This text is a less detailed version of the story of Scandlán Mór as found in the appendix to the 

Middle Irish Life of Colum Cille, which itself appears to be intimately related to the version 

preserved in the preface of ACC.191 As the key points of Colum Cille’s return to Ireland for the 

meeting of Druim Cett are also preserved in Betha Farannáin, some more detailed discussion of this 

shared material will be reserved for Chapter 3. 

 The inclusion of this preface with the manuscript recensions of ACC again appears to be an 

intentional utilization of the character of Colum Cille for political gain. Máel Sechnaill mac 

Domnaill, the king of Tara, reinstated the Óenach Tailten (the Feast of Tailtiu), which D.A. Binchy 

described as “the principal fair of the Uí Néill confederation of dynasties and their vassal tribes.”192 

He also rose to the kingship of Tara during the reign of Brian Bóruma, with whom he maintained a 

strained relationship.193 The entry for this event in AU not only details that the meeting was ‘revived’ 

by the king of Tara, but that Ferdomnach was installed as comarba of Colum Cille by the attending 

 
189 The title of this text is in Latin, but the language is Middle Irish.  
190 Oc tæcht dono Cholum Cille for dorus in dúine amach fod imraidh Aed co cuala diúcare Scandlain ar mhéd na peini i 
mbúi .i. .xii. chuibrech fair, ocus feoil fonaithi dobertha dó, ocus banda ar rind meoir do uisci dó i n-a dhiaidh; J.H. 
Bernard and Robert Atkinson, eds., The Irish Liber Hymnorum, vol. 1 (London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 1898), 187; J.H. 
Bernard and Robert Atkinson, eds., The Irish Liber Hymnorum, vol. 2 (London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 1898), 85. 
191 Herbert, ‘The Preface to Amra Coluim Cille’, 244. 
192 D.A. Binchy, ‘The Fair of Tailtiu and the Feast of Tara’, Ériu 18 (1958): 117. 
193 See: Aubrey Gwynn, ‘Brian in Armagh (1005)’, Seanchas Ardmhacha: Journal of the Armagh Diocesan Historical Society 9 
(1978): 35–50. 
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counsel:  

Athnugudh aenaigh Thailltea la Mael Sechnaill. Ferdomnach i comarbus Coluim Cille a 
comurle fer n-Erenn isin oenach sin.  
 
The assembly of Tailtiu was revived by Mael Sechnaill. Ferdomnach was installed in the 
successorship of Colum Cille by the counsel of the men of Ireland in that assembly.194  
 

Though a formal connection between the Columban and Patrician familiae was established by 989, as 

a member of the Uí Néill, Máel Sechnaill may have felt threatened by the influence Armagh held 

over the north.195 Máire Herbert believed this concern may have arisen after Brian Bóruma spent 

time in Armagh in 1005, garnering his own favour with the church. Donnchadh Ó Corráin 

demonstrated, however, that his ecclesiastical interests mainly lay in the churches of Munster.196 

Nevertheless, Máel Sechnaill’s election of Ferdomnach appears to have been an intentional assertion 

of the Uí Néill’s connection to the Columban familia in response to the overarching reach of 

Armagh as the centre of ecclesiastical power in Ireland. In turn, the focus of the preface to ACC on 

the meeting of Druim Cett may have been in direct response to the naming of a new comarba of 

Colum Cille at a similar regnal assembly, thereby placing the early medieval event in a more 

contemporary light.197 

1.6 Betha Coluim Cille, the Middle Irish Life of Colum Cille  

 
The 12th century vernacular Life of Colum Cille is perhaps the text which starts to 

demonstrate the transformation of the Columba of Adomnán and ACC into the Colum Cille of the 

northwest of Ireland. While ultimately the product of an anonymous author, the background of the 

legendary foundation of the Columban monastery of Derry is key to our understanding of the 

 
194 Mac Airt and Mac Niocaill, The Annals of Ulster, to AD 1131, 436–37. 
195 Herbert, ‘The Preface to Amra Coluim Cille’, 72. 
196 Herbert, 72; Donncha Ó Corráin, ‘Dal Cáis – Church and Dynasty’, Ériu 25 (1973): 52–63. 
197 Herbert, ‘The Preface to Amra Coluim Cille’, 73. 
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context in which it was likely written. The first reference to the foundation of the monastery of 

Derry survives in the 12th century Liber Hymnorum, which is based on a group of texts that were 

compiled in the 10th century. Some of the texts preserved in the manuscript are three poems which 

are prefaced by texts “likely composed before the late 10th century.” One of these is Noli Pater 

Indulgere, which is often attributed to Colum Cille, though it lacks any convincing connection with 

Iona.198 The preface to Noli Pater Indulgere contains a reference to the foundation of Derry. It 

indicates that the monastic foundation was granted to Colum Cille by his relative, Áed mac 

Ainmuirech. The saint refused to accept this offer until the death of the original occupant, Mo Bíí / 

Mobhí of Glasnevin had been confirmed.199 References to Derry in early medieval sources 

additionally use its ‘original’ name of Daire Calgaig or Daire overwhelmingly, and the name 

reflecting the presence of the cult to Colum Cille in the area, Daire Coluim Cille, does not appear 

until the 11th and 12th centuries.200  

Derry is mentioned several times by Adomnán in VSC, but nowhere does he imply that the 

monastery was founded by Colum Cille. Book I.20 features a Columban cleric named Baithan who 

founds his own church outside of Derry, and is laid to rest in the churchyard there.201 This could 

indicate the existence of a church in Derry during Colum Cille’s own lifetime. However, while the 

monastery of Derry may have been associated with the Columban paruchia, it is fairly clear that the 

references to its foundation by Colum Cille are folkloric in nature.  

An entry in AT 619 also implies the existence of another founder of the monastery: 

The death of Fiachra son of Ciarán son of Ainmire son of Setna, that is, of the other founder of 

 
198 Clancy and Márkus, Iona: The Earliest Poetry of a Celtic Monastery, 81. 
199 Lacey, Medieval and Monastic Derry: Sixth Century to 1600, 192. 
200 ibid., 27–28; The reference to Derry's foundation in AU 545 'Daire Coluim Cille fundata est' appears to be a later 
edition; David Dumville has also suggested that the lack of early medieval references to Derry and other Columban 
daughter houses in the annals and other texts is due to the possibility that they were founded prior to the advent of 
chronicling in Ireland; David Dumville, ‘Derry, Iona, England, and the Governance of the Columban Church’, in Derry 
& Londonderry: History & Society, ed. Gerard O’Brien (Dublin: Geography Publications, 1999), 101. 
201 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 248–49; Sharpe refers to him as Báetán; Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: 
Life of St Columba, 127. 
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Derry.202  
 
Brian Lacey believes that this particular Fiachra, rather than Colum Cille, founded the monastery of 

Derry.203 The fact that Fiachra belonged to the Cenél Conaill would support the argument that the 

monastery was built to emphasise their superior status over the Cenél nEógain. It is not readily 

discernible as towhen the foundation of Derry’s monastery began to be linked with the name of 

Colum Cille rather than with this Fiachra.  

The balance of power in the north swung in favour of the Cenél nEógain rather than Cenél 

Conaill by the end of the 8th century, and this shift also occurred within the monastery of Derry. A 

number of so-called principes of Derry204 over the course of the 9th and 10th centuries appear to have 

been members of both septs, but the Cenél nEógain remained predominant in the area until the 12th 

century. Futhermore, less is known about the monastic activities of Derry prior to the 12th century; 

although its status was significantly elevated with the rise of Domnall Mac Lochlainn to kingship in 

1083.205 His battle for the high kingship against Muirchertach Ua Briain of Munster and interest in 

restoring the kingdom of Ailech led to his structural reorganisation of Derry as his power base in 

favour of the Cenél nEógain.206  

The Synod of Ráth Breasail in 1111 led to a geographical division of the church in Ireland 

between two ecclesiastical provinces, Cashel and Armagh, the latter of which was given primacy. In 

the creation of Irish dioceses at the same time, Mac Lochlainn gained significant political advantage 

in the connection of lands associated with the Cenél Conaill and Cenél nEógain, and in uniting 

 
202 Mac Niocaill, ‘The Annals of Tigernach’, 174; Bass Fiachrach, maic Ciarain, maic Ainmirech, maic Setna, id est, aliis 
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204 First referenced in AU in the year 908.4 – “Diarmait princeps Daire Calcaigh, in pace quieuit” and again in 921.6 
“Cineadh m. Domnaill princeps Daire Calcaich & Droma Tuama, & cenn adchomairc Conaill in Tuaiscirt, diem obit” This 
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established early Irish monasteries; Mac Airt and Mac Niocaill, The Annals of Ulster, to AD 1131, 356–57, 372–73. 
205 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 110. 
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Church of Armagh under Lay Control’, Seanchas Ardmhacha: Journal of the Armagh Diocesan Historical Society 5 (1969): 75–
127; Katharine Simms, Gaelic Ulster in the Middle Ages (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2020), 74–76. 
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Derry and Inis Eoghain with Raphoe.207  

The term used for the head of a monastery in this 12th century period of reform was 

airchinnech, a position which held the same power as an abbot. While there was some rivalry between 

the Columban and Patrician familiae, close links between Derry and Armagh seem to have been 

maintained in the 12th century during Mac Lochlainn’s rule. Gilla Meic Liac, airchinneach of Derry, 

was appointed abbot of Armagh in 1137, thereby breaking the line of typical succession and 

indicating a significant connection between the two monasteries.208 The ascension of Muirchertach 

Mac Lochlainn to the high kingship of Ireland in 1145 also significantly bolstered Derry’s status. As 

high king he gave patronage to monasteries in the form of both land and financial gifts.209 The 

reform movement sought to push Irish churches away from alignment with particular Irish saints 

and towards continental orders. In contrast, Muirchertach “actively promoted the revival of the old 

Columban familia, with the church of Derry as its new centre, replacing both the original mother-

church of Iona, and the later pre-eminence of Kells among the Irish Columban foundations.”210 

The rise of Derry in the 12th century may be further seen in the leadership of Flaithbertach 

Ua Brolcháin, “designated comarba of Colum Cille,” and in being given this role was “seen to claim 

the status and title which had been the prerogative of Kells for close to two centuries previously.”211 

This tradition of maintaining the Uí Néill genealogical ties of abbots, begun at Iona, was maintained 

at Kells until the 11th century after the Viking raids on Iona.212 That the abbots of Derry were assigned 

comarba, which had been previously attributed to Kells, especially demonstrated the transfer of the 

 
207 Lacey, Medieval and Monastic Derry: Sixth Century to 1600, 56; Katharine Simms, ‘The Origins of the Diocese of 
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Newry without his permission; Simms, Gaelic Ulster in the Middle Ages, 78–79. 
210 ibid., 79; On the implementation of continental orders, see also: Marie Therese Flanagan, The Transformation of the Irish 
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headship of the Columban familia from Kells to Derry at this time. Flaithbertach Ua Brolcháin’s first 

circuit as comarba was through the lands of Cenél nEógain and began in ‘areas of Mac Lochlainn 

dominance.’213 In this way, his “influence apparently extended southward with the increasing power 

of his secular supporter, Muirchertach Mac Lochlainn.”214 The property claims of certain families 

during one of his circuits of the north are described in AFM in 1153:  

Cuairt Dál c-Coirpre, & Ua Eachdhach Uladh do thabhairt lá Flaithbertach Ua 
Brolcháin, comharba Cholaim Chille, & do-bert each ó gach toiseach, & caora ó gach 
deataigh, screpall, each, & cóicc m-bó on tigherna Ua Duinn Sléibhe, & uinge d'ór 
bheós ó a mhnaoi. 
 
The visitation of Dal-Cairbre and Ui-Eathach-Uladh was made by Flaithbheartach 
Ua Brolchain, successor of Colum-Cille; and he received a horse from every 
chieftain, a sheep from every hearth; a screaball, a horse, and five cows, from the lord 
Ua Duinnsleibhe, and an ounce of gold from his wife.215 
 

It is clear from this statement that the monastery of Derry enjoyed a high level of prestige until the 

after the Norman invasion at the end of the 12th century. It is within this context that the Middle 

Irish Life of Colum Cille appears to have been composed.  

 This Life of Colum Cille survives in homily form in seven manuscripts.216 The appendix to 

the text as identified by Herbert consists of material that is also found in the preface to ACC, 

perhaps due to the fact that both texts are found in some of the same manuscripts.217 It is, however, 
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as compiled by Maghnus Ó Domhnaill; For full list of manuscripts, see: Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and 
Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 211–12. 
217 Material from ACC is directly supplanted into CC in the recensions of the Life as preserved in Edinburgh NLS 
72.1.40 and RIA 24 P 25 (Leabhar Chlainne Suibhne); Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 3; Bisagni, Amrae 
Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 3; It should be noted that the recension of this Life in the Edinburgh MS preserved 
expanded supplementary material not found in the Leabhar Breac or Book of Lismore. The contents of the Life in this 
manuscript are otherwise consistent with the other witnesses until the "appendix" as labelled in Herbert's edition. This 
consists of sections 42-48 in Paul Grosjean's edition, following the instructions given to Dallán Forgaill by Colum Cille 
as to how to compose his eulogy prior to his death. The material mainly consists of further verse relating to Colum Cille 
and Dallán Forgaill, as well as accounts of the cursing of the saint, his ventures to heaven on Thursdays, and other 
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also possible that the shared Columban material within the Life proper may simply have been well 

known and was supplemented from other sources. Unlike the presentation of VSC, it follows the 

more typical structure of later hagiographical texts. Herbert divided the text into fourteen distinct 

sections, each focusing on a specific aspect of Colum Cille’s life.218 The compiler of the text seems to 

have derived much of his material from VSC, which is especially seen as nineteen chapters of VSC 

are directly paralleled in CC.219  

 With an eye to the politics and role of the medieval monastery of Derry in the 11th and 12th 

centuries, the author of the Life does not explicitly say that it was compiled at the monastery of 

Derry. Colum Cille is presented as performing a foundation circuit of the whole ofIreland which 

begins and ends in the north of Ireland, however, much of the text is still focused on his activities in 

and around Derry, Raphoe, and Drumcliff and areas where the Cenél Conaill and Cenél nEógain 

held power.220 The textual evidence thus suggests that the start and end point of this circuit should 

be understood to be Derry. 

 The text also seems to imply that Colum Cille founded the monastery at Derry before 

traversing to Iona. The foundation story of the monastery as found in Liber Hymnorum is included in 

section 32 of CC, which may indicate the author’s reliance on other sources.  

Luid Colum Cille iarum do Daire .i. rigdún Aeda meic Ainmirech. Ba rí Erenn esside 
in tan sin. Hídprais in rí in dún sin do Colum Cille 7 opaidsium fo bíth timmna Mo 
Bíí. Ic tidecht tra dosam asin dún imach cond-ricc fria diis do munntir Mo Bíí 7 criss 
Mo Bíí occai dosam 7 deonugad feraind do gabail iar n-éc Mo Bíí, ut dixit Colum 
Cille: 

Criss Mo Bíí,  
niptar símne imm loa,  
sech nír oslaiced fri saith, 
ni ro hiadad imm goa.  

Gabais Colum Cille iar sin hi ndún Aeda 7 fothaigis eclais and co firtaib hile do 
dénam innte.  
 
Then Colum Cille went to Derry, the royal fortress of Áed mac Ainmirech. The 
latter was king of Ireland at that time. The king offered the fortress to Colum Cille, 
who refused on account of Mo Bíi’s precept. However, when he was coming out of 
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the fortress, he met two of Mo Bíí’s household, who had Mo Bíí’s belt for him, and 
the permission to accept land, as Mo Bíí had died. Ut dixit Colum Cille:  

Mo Bíí’s belt 
was not like rushes round water;  
it was neither opened on account of satiety 
nor fashioned round falsehood.  

Afterwards, Colum Cille settled in Áed’s fortress and founded a church there, in 
which were performed numerous miracles.221 
 

Iona is not mentioned until sections 50 and 51, where it is said that Colum Cille journeyed to 

Scotland at the age of 42 after the completion of his circuit of Ireland and the foundation of his 

churches at Raphoe, Durrow, Kells, Clonmore, Monasterboice, Drumcliff, and others.222  

 Máire Herbert noted that much of CC parallels the homiletic version of Vita tripartita Sancti 

Patricii. Sections 14-17 of CC, which detail the prophecies of Saints Brigid and Patrick regarding 

Colum Cille’s birth, are also present in Vita tripartita. While it seems possible that both versions 

could be derived from a common source, as the two texts are structurally entirely similar, it is more 

probable that the author of CC had at his disposal the homiletic version of Vita tripartita that was 

compiled in the 11th century. It is therefore likely that the author had some access to Armagh’s 

library and documents, perhaps due to the contemporary contact between the Patrician and 

Columban monasteries.223  

 As mentioned before, the author also adapted passages from VSC in order to suit the 

context of his Life. In Book II.3 of VSC, Colum Cille sends some of his followers to take a bundle 

of wattles from a layman in order to build a guest house, presumably on Iona. As the followers steal 

the building materials away from him, Colum Cille hears that the man is upset, and he grants him 

barley from the monks’ own field which miraculously grows when it is planted in the summer.224 In 

CC, the core details of this narrative remain the same, but a notable location change is made from 
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Scotland to Derry. Of significant note also is the author’s elaboration on Adomnán’s narratives. In 

Book III.1 of VSC, Adomnán details a prophetic dream had by Colum Cille’s mother. In this, she is 

given a cloak by an angel of the Lord, who takes it away, informing her that she is no longer allowed 

to own such an object.225 While she watches it being taken away, it appears to be so large that it 

covers both the mountains and plains of Ireland and the angel then informs her that she will give 

birth to her holy son. The version of this preserved in sections 18-19 of CC reads: 

Amal ro terchanad iarum o shruthib Erenn gein Coluim Cille is amlaid ro fiugrad i fhísib 7 i 
n-aislingib, feib ro fiugrad isin táidbsin tarfás dia mathair .i. andar lea bratt mor do thabairt 
di co rocht o Indsib Mod co Caer na mBrocc 7 ni boí do dhathaib dath na boí and, co n-acca 
óclach i n-etach taitnemach co rruc uathi in brat isin aér 7 ba toirsech Ethne de sin 7 andar 
lee tanic int óclach cétna a ddóchum doridise, co n-epert friasi: ‘A ben maith,’ ar int óclach, 
‘ni rice a less toirse do dénam, acht is córu duit suba 7 forbáilti, uair in brat-sa issed do-forne 
co mberasu mac 7 bid lan Éri 7 Albu dia forcetul.’  
It-conarc tra an ben imtha sin aislingthe .i. ethaite in aeoir 7 in talman andar lea do breith in 
athair Ethne fo cricaib Erenn 7 Alban. Ruc tra Ethne fén breith for in aislinge sin, 7 is ed at-
bert iarum: ‘Berutsa,’ or sí, ‘mac, 7 ro sia a forcetul fo crichib Erenn 7 Alban.’ 
 
As Colum Cille’s birth was foretold by Ireland’s elders, so was it prefigured in visions and 
dreams, as in the dream revealed to his mother, in which she thought that a great cloak was 
given to her, which reached from Innsi Mod to Caer na mBrocc, and there was not a single 
colour that was not on it. She saw a youth in a bright garment who took the cloak up into 
the air from her. Eithne was sorrowful at this, and it seemed to her that the same youth 
came to her again and said to her: ‘Good woman,’ said the youth, ‘you have no need to be 
sorrowful. Instead joy and happiness are more appropriate for you, since what that cloak 
signifies is that you will bear a son, and Ireland and Scotland will be filled with his 
teaching.’ 
The ... woman saw a vision, wherein it seemed to her that the birds of the air and of the 
earth were bearing Eithne’s entrails throughout the territories of Ireland and Scotland. 
Eithne herself interpreted that vision and said then: ‘I will bear a son,’ said she, ‘and his 
teaching shall extend throughout the lands of Ireland and Scotland.’226  
 

While Adomnán gives the name of Colum Cille’s mother elsewhere in VSC, his version of this tale 

does not refer to her as Eithne. It includes the addition of placenames that her newly received cloak 

seems to cover; she is told that the saint’s teaching will spread to both Ireland and Scotland. While 

adapted from Adomnán, this version as preserved in CC gives Eithne more agency in her analysis of 

her own vision and may indicate the incorporation of a localised version of Eithne’s prophecy of her 

son’s birth.  
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  Of importance as well is the fact that CC also indicates that the date of the festival and 

celebration of Colum Cille was the ‘fifth of the ides of June’ (9 June). It details that “Irish scholars 

give a brief account of holy Colum Cille’s nobility of kin and ancestry” as well as the miracles he 

performed in his lifetime.227 Further emphasis on Colum Cille’s noble background is evident in that 

the text details his connection to the Uí Néill in two other sections. Section 12 claims that he would 

have been given the kingship of Ireland due to his hereditary right as a descendant of Conall 

Gulbán, which he gave up in order follow the monastic path.228 Section 20 tells us that the saint was 

born in Gartan, county Donegal in December, and again draws attention to his noble background as 

a member of the Uí Néill – “Wonderful, indeed, was the lad born there, a son of the King of heaven 

and earth, Colum Cille son of Fedlimid, son of Fergus, son of Conall Gulban, son of Niall 

Noígiallach.”229  

 It is most plausible that this Middle Irish Life was written in Derry in direct reflection of 

Flaithbertach Ua Brolcháin’s rise to power as comarba of Colum Cille. With secular and ecclesiastical 

support from Muirchertach Mac Lochlainn and Armagh, he exploited his position as comarba to 

bolster the hierarchical claims of Derry whilst securing tribute from secular families in the north. By 

1162, he had secured tribute to his monastery from Columban houses in Meath and Leinster, having 

been greatly assisted by Muirchertach’s patronage and expeditions southwards.230 In this sense, the 

Life is reflective of contemporary events, as well as the concerns of the monastic familia based in 

Derry.  

 The emphasis on Colum Cille’s circuit of Ireland and foundation of many of the major Irish 

monasteries is in direct reflection of Flaithbertach’s activities as head of the Columban familia. The 
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core tradition of Colum Cille as presented by Adomnán in VSC is still present, albeit with the 

contemporaneous concerns of its author as seen through his re-adaptation of some narratives to 

befit Colum Cille’s association with Derry. This re-engagement with earlier sources and the 

compilation of his Life utilising early medieval, hagiographical, and Biblical materials demonstrates a 

conscious attempt to draw on older documents in order to reinforce the claims and identity of the 

monastery in Derry.231 In this text we again see Colum Cille and his tradition being wielded as a 

manipulatable political tool for the purposes of promoting the interests of monastic Derry. This 

repossession of the saint’s historical past and the securing of that saint's place in popular memory 

was vital to the continued pre-eminence of the monastery of Derry. 

1.7 Maghnus Ó Domhnaill and Beatha Colaim Chille 
 

The practice of readapting hagiographical material as discussed in the above section of this 

chapter is not limited to the Middle Irish Life of Colum Cille. With the exception of the main corpus 

of early medieval Hiberno-Latin Lives of the three patron saints of Ireland, most examples of 

hagiography in Irish and Latin are preserved in manuscripts dating to the 14th century. Some appear 

to have been compiled after 12th church reform, though it is also apparent that some were newly 

composed between the 11th and 13th centuries. Others were translated from Latin into Irish, or vice 

versa. The transmission of early medieval hagiography in the later Middle Ages and Early Modern 

period allowed for the Lives to be edited in accordance with the interests of those seeking to 

compile the text. As an example, political families who had come into the stewardship of church 

lands as the coarb or erenagh (positions derived from the earlier comarba and airchinnech) of the saint 
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benefitted from being incorporated into the narrative.232  

The fall of the Mac Lochlainn over-kingship coupled with the rise of the Uí Dhomhnaill in 

the early 13th century, is crucial to our understanding of Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s role in the 

Columban hagiographical tradition of Early Modern Ireland.233 Following the death of the Cenél 

nEógain king, Aodh Méith Ó Néill, the Cenél Conaill took control of Tír Éoghain as well as Inis 

Éoghain. Prior to this, the Cenél Conaill were primarily confined to Tír Chonaill and the diocese of 

Raphoe.234 Their control over the area was disrupted by the return to power of Cenél nEógain in the 

form of the Ó Néill. Although there was a certain balance of power over the northwest of Ireland 

between Cenél Conaill and Cenél nEógain, this equilibrium was disrupted by the ascent of Niall 

Garbh Ó Domhnaill and his sons, thereby igniting a power struggle between the two septs that 

lasted until the end of the 15th century.235 Aodh Ruadh Ó Domhnaill’s rise to power during the 

conflicts between Uí Néill and Uí Dhomhnaill in this period ultimately marked the succession of Ó 

Domhnaill hegemony.236  

Despite the Cenél Conaill’s sucess in rebuilding their power-base and in securing lands that 

had been previously held by the Uí Néill, the Uí Dhomhnaill were still greatly dependent on the 

loyalty of the smaller family septs which also occupied Tír Chonaill land. These included the 

multiple branches of Clann tSuibhne, who depended on their overlords for their inauguration and 

who are particularly relevant to the discussion of Betha Náile in Chapter 4.237 

 In the course of the decline of Meic Lochlainn control over Derry, the Uí Dhomhnaill 
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asserted their own influence on the area. Their claim to being descendants of the Uí Néill and their 

kinship with Colum Cille aided them in their hereditary claim to Derry and Tír Chonaill. As Brian 

Lacey indicates, “[t]he legends of Colum Cille were harnessed – researched, and perhaps even 

‘embroidered’ as part of Uí Domhnaill family propaganda.”238 While the use of Colum Cille to 

structure their identity is especially plain in the late medieval period, some evidence suggests that he 

also played a significant role in the traditions of the Clann Dálaigh239 in the earlier Middle Ages. They 

were said to have originated in and been inaugurated in Kilmacrenan (Cill Mhic nÉanáin). In the 

Life of Colum Cille as compiled by Maghnus Ó Domhnaill, it is indicated that these inaugurations 

took place at a Columban monastic site, near a holy well dedicated to Colum Cille’s mother 

Eithne.240  

It is equally clear that the Clann Dálaigh were interested in providing patronage to 

monasteries and promoting Christian learning after gaining political power. For example, Aodh 

Ruadh Ó Domhnáill and his wife, Nuala, established the Franciscan priory in Donegal Town in 

1474.241 Its guardian, Domhnall Ó Fallamhain, was later appointed bishop of Derry in 1485. His 

appointment may have been a means whereby the Clann Dálaigh could exert influence over the 

ecclesiastical city of Derry.242 

Clann Dálaigh patronage of the church in Tír Chonaill and in Derry is also evident through 

the extent of the wealth of these religious institutions. While financial revenue appears to have been 

low, they were well supplied with food, valuable goods, and clerical salaries in the dioceses of 
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Raphoe and Derry were substantial. “Clerics who were allied to the lord of Tír Chonaill were usually 

victorious, having the advantages of powerful patronage, better education and financial security.”243  

The Clann Dálaigh were patrons of the arts and granted lands to the learned families of Uí 

Chléirigh and Clann Mhic an Bhaird, among others, who were transplanted from other areas of 

Ireland. Individuals from these families enjoyed an elevated status as a consequence of being in the 

employ of the Clann Dálaigh; they composed texts on their behalf, and were in return given titles to 

reflect their status.244  As a result of this, the Uí Dhomhnaill enjoyed close personal relationships 

with members of the church and learned classes of late medieval Tír Chonaill, thereby aiding 

significantly Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s compilation of Beatha Colaim Chille.245 

The family’s interest in Irish scholarship was not limited to their patronage of monasteries 

and scribes, and italso was evident in their personal collection of manuscripts. A later insertion in 

1522 into the 14th-century Book of Ballymote implies that Aodh Dubh Ó Domhnaill purchased it 

for 140 cows from an ‘unlearned man.’246 A similar insertion of presumably late provenance is found 

in the 12th-century Lebor na hUidre. It describes Aodh Ruadh Ó Domhnaill as having recovered the 

manuscript along with the Leabhar gearr from the Connachta as a ransom.247 Both of these entries 

appear to have been inserted by members of the Uí Chléirigh, who were apparently the “keepers” of 

the Clann Dálaigh’s library.248 These additions serve to indicate the political and social importance to 

the family of collecting ‘authentic’ manuscripts and the ownership of these materials allowed new 

texts to be created from earlier sources, such was the case in the compilation of Beatha Colaim 
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Chille.249  

Maghnus Ó Domhnaill took over from his father, Aodh Dubh Ó Domhnaill, who had gone 

on pilgrimage to Rome, in 1511, but did not formally succeed his father until 1537.250 Like his 

grandfather, Aodh Ruadh, his interest in church patronage was evident in his foundation of a 

Franciscan friary in the Clann Dálaigh ancestral home of Kilmacrenan. This was not his only 

building project as his own castle in Lifford was finished by 1527, and his Life of Colum Cille was 

completed there in 1532.251 Unlike the previously discussed anonymous Middle Irish Life, like 

Adomnán, Maghnus Ó Domhnaill purposely accentuated his personal involvement in the 

composition of the Life. He is inserted into the opening chapter of the text, which emphasises that it 

not only was dictated ‘from his own lips,’ but that he personally was involved in compiling the Life 

and gathering his sources: 

Bidh a fhis ag lucht legtha na bethad-sa gorab é Magnas, mac Aeda, mic Aeda Ruaid, mic 
Neill Gairb, mic Toirrdelbaigh an fina hi Domhnaill, do furail an cuid do bi a Laidin don 
bethaid-si do cur a n-Gaidhilc, 7 do furail a chuid do bi go cruaid a n-Gaidilc di do cor a m-
buga, innus go m-beith si solus sothuiscsena do cach uile. Et do thimsaig 7 do tinoil an cuid 
do bi spreite ar fedh shenlebor Erenn di, 7 do decht as a bel fein hí, ar fagail t-shaethair ro-
moir uaithe, 7 ar caitheam aimsiri faide ria, og a sduidear cindus do cuirfed se gach en-chuid 
in a hinad imcubhaid fen amail ata scribtha annso sis.252  
 
And be it known to the readers of this Life that it was Manus (son of Aodh, son of Aodh 
Ruadh, son of Niall Garbh, son of Toirdelbach of the Wine) O’Donnell who had the part 
of this Life that was in Latin put into Gaelic, and the parts that were in difficult Gaelic 
made easy, so that it might be clearly comprehensible for all. He collected that portion of it 
that was scattered in the ancient books of Ireland, and dictated it from his own lips. It was 
a major task as he had to spend a lot of time studying how to place each part in its own 
correct position, just as it is here written below.253  
 

He continues to say that the Life was compiled at Port na Trí Namat (Lifford) in the same year. This 

account offers some clues about the sources for Colum Cille’s Life as available in the 1520s and 

1530s. As the text preserves much of Adomnán’s Life in a manner similar to CC, not to mention the 

 
249 ibid., 490–1. 
250 Lacey, Colum Cille and the Columban Tradition, 92. 
251 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, xxxvi; Lacey, Colum Cille and the Columban Tradition, 
93. 
252 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, 6. 
253 Lacey, Manus O’Donnell’s The Life of Colum Cille, 17–18. 
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fact that the above opening mentions Ó Domhnaill’s Latin source, it is irrefutable that Maghnus had 

a copy of that text at his disposal. 

 Richard Sharpe contended that the shared passages of VSC in Ó Domhnaill’s Life are most 

consistent with the copy of VSC that is preserved in Dublin, Marsh’s Library, MS Z3.1.5. This 

redaction is derived from the shorter version of Adomnán’s Life, and most likely dates to the 13th 

century.254 Some elements of other Lives of saints as preserved in this manuscript, are also present in 

BCC, indicating that Maghnus probably had available to him the entire collection of texts.255 

The phrase ‘difficult Gaelic made easy’ as stated in the except from BCC above – that is, that 

the language of Ó Domhnaill’s sources was modernised for his audience - appears to be a reference 

to Ó Domhnaill’s evident access to a recension of CC. This is especially as many of the sections in 

that text are also directly preserved in BCC. Older surviving versions of the Lives of Colum Cille 

likely were intentionally sought out and collected in order for Ó Domhnaill to complete his text, and 

it is probable that the version of the Middle Irish Life to which he had access was that preserved in 

Leabhar Chlainne Suibhne. This manuscript was compiled in the early 16th century on behalf of Clann 

tSuibhne. It also contains a recension of ACC which includes its Middle Irish preface, which makes 

it even more likely that this was the manuscript containing both texts to which Ó Domhnaill had 

access.256 BCC further incorporates passages from the Life of St Caillín, a Life which was compiled 

in 1516 by Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire in the Book of Fenagh as commissioned by Tadhg Ó 

Rodaighe.257 

Ó Maoilchonaire completed a revised version of his Life in 1530. It consisted of ten sections 

 
254 Sharpe, ‘Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s source for Adomnán’s Vita S. Columbae and other vitae’, 604. 
255 ibid., 606. 
256 Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘The Uí Dhomhnaill and Their Books in Early Sixteenth Century Ireland’, 486–87. 
257 Liam Kelly and Brendan Scott, ‘Fenagh in 1516: The Social and Religious Context for the Book of Fenagh’, in Making 
the Book of Fenagh: Context and Text, ed. Raymond Gillespie, Salvador Ryan, and Brendan Scott (Cavan: Cumann Seanchais 
Bhreifne, 2008), 25–42; Raymond Gillespie, ‘Imagining St Caillín: the making of the Book of Fenagh’, in Making the Book 
of Fenagh; Context and Text, ed. Raymond Gillespie, Salvador Ryan, and Brendan Scott (Cumann Seanchais Bhreifne, 
2016), 63–83. 
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that had been rearranged from an earlier version of the text. Of note is his intentional inclusion of 

excerpts that had been written to appeal to the Clann Dálaigh interest in asserting their familial 

connection with Colum Cille. This is especially evident in the manner in which Colum Cille is 

described as granting the responsibility of maintaining the tributes to be paid by the ‘children of 

Conall Gulban,’ i.e. the Clann Dálaigh themselves, to Caillín.258 This re-adaptation of the text may be 

a reflection of Ó Maoilchonaire’s later activities in Tír Chonaill, as well as the connection between 

the Uí Dhomhnaill and Fenagh which was emphasised to demonstrate Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s 

claims to his territorial expansion into northern Connacht.259 

As one sees in the opening to the text, Ó Domhnaill claims to have gathered the Life of 

Colum Cille from various books that were “scattered” across Ireland. Moreover, the way in which 

material was borrowed from texts like the Book of Fenagh is a clear example of the way in which 

pre-existing hagiographical material was readapted for the compilation of his Life of Colum Cille. 

Saints Patrick and Brigid, among others, are described as prophesying Colum Cille’s birth in CC, and 

these prophecies are incorperated into BCC.260 Saint Caillín additionally prophesies Colum Cille’s 

birth in three separate instances in the Book of Fenagh. In each instance, Colum Cille’s connection 

to the Cenél Conaill and influence over both Ireland and Scotland is emphasised.261 One of Caillín’s 

prophecies about Colum Cille in the Book of Fenagh has clearly influenced the following verse in 

Domhnaill’s BCC: 

Et do tairrngir se go n-dingnad Dia moran maithesa don cuid eli do slict Conaill Gulban ar son Colaim 
cilli do beith ar en-slict riu, amail aspert ‘sa rand-sa:  
 Ticfaid tar mh’eis Colam caid  
 fhuícfes daib briatar is buaidh, 
 is é sin ain-fer is ferr  
 genfes tall go tí lá an luain 

 
And he foretold that God would give many blessings to the other descendants of Conall Gulban 

 
258 Gillespie, ‘Imagining St Caillín: the making of the Book of Fenagh’, 79; Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘Muirgheas Ó 
Maoilchonaire of Cluain Plocáin: an early sixteenth-century Connacht scribe at work’, 41–42. 
259 Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘The Uí Dhomhnaill and Their Books in Early Sixteenth Century Ireland’, 487. 
260 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 251–52. 
261 W.M. Hennessey and D.H. Kelly, The Book of Fenagh in Irish and English (Dublin: Alexander Thom, 1875), 95, 143, 155. 
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because Colum Cille was one of them. As the verse says: 
Holy Columcille shall come after me; 
He shall leave to you blessings and fortune 
He is the one man, the best one,  
That shall be born yonder till Doomsday.262 
 

It seems most likely that this statement was adapted into BCC due to its context within the Book of 

Fenagh. In the Book of Fenagh, Caillín emphasises the status and role of the descendants of Conall 

Gulbán, including Adomnán, who would to provide tribute to Fenagh. If Ó Domhnaill sought 

specifically to emphasise his own status as a descendant of Conall Gulban, this passage describing 

their interest in providing patronage to the saints would have been especially appealing. In 

prophesying Colum Cille’s birth in BCC, Caillín is also distinctly emphatic about the promise that he 

made to Níall Noígíallach whereby he ensured the success of his family in the over-kingship of the 

North of Ireland.263 The inclusion and adaptation of this passage is therefore indicative of a 

conscious attempt to build upon the Clann Dálaigh's sense of identity with regard to Colum Cille 

and the Cenél Conaill. 

 Another distinct element of the Life is Ó Domhnaill’s allusion to folk tradition and customs 

relating to Colum Cille. Perhaps the most well-known of these is the tradition of Colum Cille’s birth 

in Gartan which is not found in either VSC or CC. Eithne, Colum Cille’s mother, is visited by a 

youth who instructs her to travel to Gartan in order to give birth to the saint. While she is said to 

have given birth to Colum Cille upon the flagstone (which itself is said to be a place for ‘working 

marvels and wonders’) that she was directed to by the youth, she also rests on the way there in a 

valley by a stream. She leaves behind some blood of childbirth in the valley, and it is there that the 

healing white clay of Gartan is found.264  This tradition of the clay is one which has been well-

documented in Donegal folklore and the folk element of the flagstone has been said reflect the 

 
262 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, 22–23; Compare: Hennessey and Kelly, The Book of 
Fenagh in Irish and English, 94–95. 
263 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, 22–23. 
264 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, 36–39. 
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tradition of ‘health giving stones’ in Britain and Ireland; although this flagstone birth motif is also 

something found elsewhere in Irish hagiography.265 

Two manuscripts containing ACC with its scholia and preface, Oxford Bodleian Laud 

Miscellany 615, and Dublin NLI G 50, appear to have been transcribed in south Tír Chonaill and 

seem to be closely related.266 The scribes of Laud Misc. 615 are unknown but a signature belonging 

to Eoghan Carrach Ó Siadhail is found after the poem Cúghaire do chúalamar. The involvement of this 

scribe in the production of the manuscript is notable as he seems to have also been associated with 

the creation of two copies of BCC. As O’Sullivan and Herbert remarked, “[i]t is also very probable 

that Eoghan Carrach was one of the scholars who assisted in the compilation of the Life of Colum 

Cille, which was undertaken under the guidance of Manus O’Donnell and completed in 1532.”267 

Like Clann Dálaigh, the Uí Shiadhail are given a genealogical link to Colum Cille through the poem 

Iaruim bhur mbeannacht gan fheirg, though not much else is known about their history as scribes, as they 

were primarily ollamhain of medicine.268 

Laud Misc. 615 also consists entirely of poetry relating to Colum Cille. That fact may 

account for the involvement of two other members of the Uí Shiadhail with the creation of the 

manuscript, as evidenced by their signatures.269 The manuscript itself is in several hands, with 

irregularly shaped vellum, some decorative capitals, and a not insignificant number of holes. The 

lack of cohesion in the arrangement of its contents, other than their attibution to Colum Cille, led 

O’Sullivan and Hebert to note that the manuscript was intended for scholarly purposes, perhaps for 

 
265 Joseph Szövérffy, ‘Manus O’Donnell and Folk Tradition’, Éigse 8 (July 1956): 111; Dorothy Ann Bray, A List of Motifs 
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268 Cuthbert Mhág Craith, Dán na mBráthar Mionúr (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1967), 296–99; Paul 
Walsh, ‘Two Franciscan Manuscripts and Their Scribes’, in Irish Men of Learning: Studies by Father Paul Walsh (Dublin: 
Three Candles, 1947), 163; Áine Sheehan, ‘Locating the Gaelic Medical Families in Elizabethan Ireland’, in Early Modern 
Ireland and the World of Medicine, ed. John Cunningham (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2019), 20–38. 
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poetic reference.270 The manuscript passed through a number of owners, eventually belonging to 

members of Clann tSuibhne, who were closely associated with the Clann Dálaigh and Colum Cille.271 

This may shed some light on the original intentions behind the creation of the manuscript, which 

appears to have been meant to serve as a repository of every possible example of poetry directly 

associated with the saint. Bisagni remarks that the manuscript originated “from south Donegal in the 

1530s” and that the orthography of its copy of ACC is highly modernised.272 In view of this and 

Eoghan Carrach Ó Siadhail’s involvement with this manuscript as well as the compilation of BCC, it 

has been suggested that Maghnus Ó Domhnaill was the sponsor of Laud Misc. 615. 

Ó Domhnaill and the scribes of BCC probably had at their disposal multiple copies of ACC. 

Bisagni has demonstrated a close textual relationship between Laud Misc. 615 and the 

aforementioned Dublin NLI G 50. The latter manuscript dates to the 17th century and is of the Uí 

Chléirigh school. Its significant textual agreement with the copy of ACC found in Laud Misc. 615 

along with its probable Tír Chonaill origin could signifiy that both manuscripts were copied from a 

common source circulating, as Bisagni notes, since at least the 16th century.273 This would account 

for the large amount of poetry about and relating to Colum Cille in both manuscripts, factors that 

are relevant both in terms of Maghnus Ó Domhnaill’s potential patronage of Laud Misc. 615, and 

the relationship between ACC and BCC. 

ACC and Ó Domhaill’s Life are closely connected terms of content as well as purpose. As 

Jan Erik Rekdal has remarked, BCC may be seen as a narrative based on a poem.274 The chapters of 

the Life that focus on the meeting of Druim Cett appear to be closely related to the series of events 

that are portrayed in the preface to ACC. However, Colum Cille’s prevention of the banishment of 
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poets from Ireland is significantly expanded upon in comparison to the accounts in both ACC and 

CC.275 The story of the capture and release of Scandlán Mór in all three texts also appears to be 

interconnected. All three present Scandlán as being kept in chains as the prisoner of Áed mac 

Ainmirech with only a drop of water on the tip of his finger to drink.276 In ACC and CC, Scandlán is 

miraculously released when Colum Cille causes a bolt of lightning to strike the hut where he is kept. 

In CC this occurs after the saint returns to Dubh Regles alone. In BCC, however, the saint is able to 

release Scandlán from his chains on command and an angel leads Scandlán to Colum Cille in Derry, 

where he is also found in Dubh Regles.277 At the end of this episode in the preface to ACC, Colum 

Cille and Scandlán share an exchange with regards to his spiritual protection, as well as the tribute 

that he is owed for freeing and returning Scandlán to the kingdom of the Osraige. The structure of 

this is somewhat reminiscent of a charter or the notitiae commonly utilised in manuscripts of 

Columban background.278  

 (Scandlán) coeca ech co n-ellaib óir, coeca bo bennach om thir, tidnastar duitsiu co cían, 
bid si do riar o cach ríg 
… 
(Colum Cille) Meraid mo bennacht co cian, feib ro ellacht nib a truag, is biad do chiniud co 
caid, dia mara mo chain co buan. Bennacht for Ossairgib huaim, for a mass glaine co céill, 
bennacht do muir is do thir, huaim for a rig ar mo réir, Dia tart damsa mo chain, cach rí 
gebas raigne ruad rige coecat mbliadan mbán, ni bia a chnám hi cossair chúan 
 
(Scandlán) Fifty steeds with bridles of gold, fifty horned kine from my country shall be 
long delivered to thee – this shall be thy claim from every king.  
…  
(Colum Cille) My blessing will long remain, as it has been joined thou wilt not be sad, and 
food to (thy) race purely, if my tribute remain lastingly… If my tribute be given to me, 
every king who shall take strong Raigne (shall have) a reign of fifty years (and) his bone 
shall not be in a dog’s kennel.279 
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While this exact structure has not been preserved into Ó Domhnaill’s Life, the text does indeed 

indicate that Scandlán was crowned king of Osraige with the blessing of Colum Cille. In verse, 

Scandlán remarks that tribute is now owed to Colum Cille, naming the same items as he does in the 

preface to ACC.  

  Caeca ech co n-alluib oir,  
caeca bo bendach óm tír, 

  tidnastar uaim-se co cían, 
budh é do riar ó gach righ. 
 
Fifty steeds with gold bridles,  
Fifty horned kine from my country, 
Shall be granted by me for a long time 
From every king this thy claim be.280 
 

The inclusion of this section again seems to indicate that Ó Domhnaill or the scribes of BCC had 

before them copies of ACC and purposely adapted extant material that related to Colum Cille. It 

further illustrates the influence that ACC and its preface had on the production of the Life. This can 

be further seen in the two sections of the text which demonstrate the contemporary importance of 

reciting ACC in order to attain heaven.281  Ó Domhnaill’s reliance on borrowed material also 

demonstrates the interconnected nature of the Columban Tradition as it especially illustrates how 

relevant texts could be used for purposes of re-interpretating and indeed manipulating the cult of the 

saint in popular memory. 

1.8 Conclusions: 
 
This study is intended to present a comprehensive analysis of the historical contexts of Colum Cille’s 

main hagiographical tradition from the 7th-century VSC to the 16th-century BCC. Through this 

analysis, I demonstrate the development of Colum Cille’s identity as a saint, and how the political 

ideals of these authors have been manifested through his role in each of these texts. It is clear that 
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Colum Cille has been utilised as a political tool over the course of these centuries to fulfil the 

respective political and religious motives of various authors, and that the saint was recognised as 

someone who could grant them authority. Although the later texts discussed here are ultimately 

reliant on VSC as a source, the transformation of Colum Cille through his later medieval textual 

tradition resulted in Ó Domhnaill’s Beatha Colaim Chille, which is perhaps the clearest attempt to 

redefine the identity of Colum Cille into a purely Irish saint. While Betha Coluim Cille (CC) was likely 

produced in Derry, as I have discussed above, it is Ó Domhnaill’s Life which redefines Colum Cille 

as the preeminent saint of Tír Chonaill, the ancestor of the Clann Dálaigh, and the saint upon whose 

tradition, influence, and cult in the northwest of Ireland the Lives discussed in this thesis are built.  

This chapter therefore defines the Columban Tradition through which Bethadh Baoithín, Betha 

Farannáin, and Betha Náile will now be analysed in this thesis.  
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Chapter 2: Baoithín 
 
In this chapter, I discuss the hagiographical traditions of Baoithín (alias Baithéne) and his 

relationship with Colum Cille. I demonstrate the development of the character of Baoithín in VSC 

which likely influenced his portrayal in his own Latin Life, Vita Sancti Baithini. I then discuss the two 

manuscripts collectively known as Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, the inclusion of VSB within these 

manuscripts, their potential northern provenance and likelihood that VSB may have been written to 

be read on the feast day of Colum Cille and Baoithín on 9 June. I then discuss the partial translation 

of VSB into Irish, possibly by Uighisdín Mag Raidhin, the role of the Augustinians in the 

preservation of Baoithín’s Live(s), as well as his local association with Tigh Baoithín (Tibohine), co. 

Roscommon.  

2.1 The Historical Baoithín 

 
As Baoithín was Colum Cille’s immediate successor in the abbacy of Iona, previous study of 

Baoithín has focused on his role as Colum Cille’s most trusted companion within the Columban 

hagiographical tradition. The existence of Vita Sancti Baithini,282 a Latin Life of Baoithín in Codex 

Salmanticensis and Codex Insulensis, in which he is given the Latinised name of Baithinus, could indicate  

that there was an established cult to the second abbot of Iona by the 14th century. This identification 

of Baoithín as a saint persisted to the extent that there could at one time have been a full Irish 

translation of his Latin Life. However, only a fragment translated into Irish, also implying Baoithín’s 

sainthood, is present in six manuscripts, all dating from the 15th -17th centuries.283 References to 

 
282 Hereafter VSB. While the Old Irish spelling of his name, Baithéne, is most commonly used, he is venerated as a saint 
under various spellings of his name, such as Baoithín, Buadán, and Baithin. Following Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, I use 
Baoithín. 
283 KBR MS 2324-40 f. 112r, Oxford Rawl. B 512 f. 142r, Book of Lismore (Cork, University College) f. 87v, Liber Flavus 
Fergusiorum (RIA MS 23 O 48ab) f. 33v, NLS Adv. MS 72.1.1 f. 8r 
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Baoithín as a saint are also present in folklore from the northwest of Ireland. These examples of 

folklore originate from places where churches are said to have been founded by Baoithín himself.284 

That Baoithín was the immediate successor of Colum Cille and was directly related to him as a 

member of Cenél Conaill is widely acknowledged, and he is included in the list of monks that were 

said to have accompanied the saint to Iona as recorded in the 12th century Add. MS 35110 witness to 

VSC.285 

AT indicates that he was born in 534,286 and AU and CS record his death in 598, three years 

after their entries for the death of Colum Cille in 595.287 AT and AI respectively give his death in 

596 and 601 but maintain that he died three years after his mentor.288 Adomnán indicates that the 

feast day of Baoithín was celebrated on the same day as that of Colum Cille. In Book II.45, he 

describes his difficulties in returning to Iona when faced with contrary winds that could only be 

calmed with the intercession of Colum Cille. Adomnán mentions that he and his monks were 

disappointed as they would miss the celebrations of Colum Cille’s feast. However, when he is finally 

able to reach the island, he writes: 

ut sicuti prius exobtavimus post horam diei tertiam ad Iovae portum pervenientes insulae, postea 
manuum et pedum peracta lavatione hora sexta eclesiam cum fratrius intrantes sacra misarum 
sollempnia partier celebraremus; in die festo inquam natalis sanctorum Columbae et Baithenei289 
 
that just as we had before desired we arrived at the harbour of the island of Io, after the third hour of 
the day; and later, after the washing of the hands and feet, we entered the church with the brothers, 
and at the sixth hour we celebrated with them the holy ceremonies of the Mass; on the festival, I 
repeat, of the Natal day of the saints Columba and Baithene 
 

 
284 NFCS 1123: 492; Ref. Fr Duffy (65), Culdaff, County Donegal. Collector: Seosamh Mac Giolla Bríde, Ballyharry 
School, County Donegal, 1938; NFCS 1122: 228; Brian Doherty, Dristernan, County Donegal. Collector: Brian Doherty, 
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County Donegal. Collector: Netta Hamilton, Gráinseach Ailt an Chaistín, County Donegal, 1937-1938. Teacher: Seán Ó 
Seanacháin. 
285 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 354; Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 546–49. 
286 Mac Niocaill, ‘The Annals of Tigernach’, 135; In CS his birth is given as 535 Gearóid Mac Niocaill and W.M. 
Hennessey, Chronicon Scotorum, CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts, Online, n.d., 35, 
http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/G100016. 
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The implication from this is that the feast-days of the two saints coincided. In Félire Oengusso, which 

dates to the 9th century, Baoithín’s feast is marked on 9 June alongside Colum Cille.290 This is 

reflected in the martyrologies of Tallaght and Donegal, which dates to the 17th century,291 but 

Adomnán’s accocunt indicates that this tradition was already longstanding by the 7th century.292 In 

VSB, Baoithín is depicted as remarking that he will not die until the martyrdom of Colum Cille – 

Si inveni gratiam in oculis Dei et si cursum perfectum in conspectu eius consumaverim usque hodie, 
ego confido in eo quod usque ad natale senioris mei non obiturus ero. 
 
If I have found grace in the eyes of God and if I may have served a perfect course in his watch to this 
day, I trust in Him that I will not be dead until the feast-day of my master.293 
 

The texts indicates then that Baoithín died six days after – “Quod sic post fere sex dies factum est.” 

While the Latin Life is a significantly later text, Máire Herbert remarked: “The latter phrase may be 

interpreted then, as placing Baoithín’s death probably on a Monday, 9 June. In the year of Colum 

Cille’s death, 597, 9 June fell on a Sunday, and it fell on a Monday in the following year, 598. 

Therefore, if it be accepted that the evidence provided by Baíthéne’s Vita identifies Monday 9 June 

as the day of his death, this would be consistent with the AU date of his obit, 598.”294  

 Baoithín’s most consistent genealogy is indicated as “Boithin m. Brenaind m. Fergusa 

Cendfota m. Conaill Gulban m. Neill Naegiallaig,” making him Colum Cille’s first cousin.295  

Baoithín’s name has been suggested to have derived from Old Irish báeth, particularly due to his 

 
290 Whitley Stokes, The Martyrology of Oengus the Culdee (London: Harrison, 1905), 146. 
291 Richard Irvine Best and H. J. Lawlor, The Martyrology of Tallaght: From the Book of Leinster and MS. 5100–4 in the Royal 
Library, Brussels (London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 1931), 98; John O’Donovan, James Henthorn Todd, and William 
Reeves, The Martyrology of Donegal: A Calendar of the Saints of Ireland (Dublin: Irish Archaeological and Celtic Society, 1864), 
162–64. 
292 Baoithín’s feast day is still celebrated on the same date, the 1400th anniversary of Baoithín’s death was celebrated in 
Taughboyne, where he supposedly founded a monastery, on 9 June in 2000 – see Canon David W. T. Crooks, ‘Baithin 
2000 - Plans to Celebrate the 1,400th Anniversary of the Death of St Baithin’, Donegal Annual 51 (1999): 19–21.  
293 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 382. 
294 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 38–39; Richard Sharpe 
disagreed with this, and remarked that three years after the 'true' date of Colum Cille's death would be 600 - Sharpe, 
Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 257. 
295 Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 53. 
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close similarities to John the Baptist, which are discussed later in this chapter.296 The tradition of 

Baoithín’s close relationship with the founder of Iona is also apparent in the entry for his birth in 

AT. “Natiuitas Baithine dalta Choluim Chille,” blends Latin and Irish, but the usage of dalta to refer 

to Baoithín is of particular interest as daltae has the sense either of pupil or foster-son.297 It is 

similarly used in the fragment of the Latin life that has been translated into Irish – “Ní bídh didiu an 

Baoithin sin in nach n-aimsir cenmotha aimsir co dalta gan saethar éiccin.” The term’s 

correspondence with Latin alumnus, which also has a dual meaning, is also notable as Adomnán uses 

it also to refer to Baoithín in VSC. In Book III.18, Colum Cille laments that Baoithín is not on the 

island of Hinba with him, and he is described as the saint’s alumnus – “Baitheneumque alumnum non 

adesse querebatur,” which both Sharpe and Anderson & Anderson translate as ‘foster-son.’298 

Sharpe believed that this reflected Adomnán’s belief that Baoithín was Colum Cille’s foster-son.299 

Colum Cille himself is referred to by the term alumnus in Book III.2 in reference to his relationship 

to Cruithnechan, his nutritor. Anderson and Anderson remarked that these terms stood for Irish aite 

and dalte.300 The term is similarly used to refer to Benignus, St Patrick’s close companion, who fills a 

comparable role in the Patrician textual tradition. A note in the Book of Armagh reads: “Patrick set 

up in Druim Daro i.e. in Druim Lias after it was offered to him. Patrick left his fosterling there, 

named Benignus.”301 As the son of Colum Cille’s uncle Brénainn son of Fergus, it seems possible 

that there could have been a significant age difference between the two, thus leading them to 

cultivate a close relationship as spiritual tutor and pupil. There also appears to be a medieval 

tradition that Baoithín was Colum Cille’s foster-son prior to accompanying him on his journey to 

 
296 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 89; ‘Báeth’, EDIL, n.d., https://dil.ie/5140; ‘Maeth’, EDIL, n.d., 
https://dil.ie/31263. 
297 ‘Daltae’, EDIL, n.d., http://www.dil.ie/14451. 
298 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 220; Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 502. 
299 Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 256. 
300 ibid., 256. 
301 “Conggab patricc iarnaidpuirt indruimm daro .i. druim lias. Fácab patricc a daltæ n-and benignus aainm” Whitley 
Stokes and John Strachan, Thesaurus Palaeohibernicus (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1987), vol. 1, 283. 



 87 

found Iona.   

Adomnán also says in Books I.30 and I.41 that Baoithín was the prior of the monastery of 

Mag Luinge, a Columban monastery on the Hebridean island of Tiree. While Tiree is home to a 

number of ecclesiastical sites, the location of Mag Luinge has not been determined.302 Adomnán 

mentions Baoithín’s monastery there a number of other times, such as in Book I.19, in which 

Baoithín encounters a whale previously seen in the sea between Iona and Tiree by an individual 

named Berach. Berach’s encounter was previously prophesied by Colum Cille, and Baoithín 

disperses the whale through his own miraculous means on his journey to the island. As it 

demonstrates Baoithín’s own sanctity, the inclusion of this account could have been purposeful. 

Colum Cille also grants Baoithín safe winds for his journey to Mag Luinge in Book II.15.  

 Given his status as a member of the Cenél Conaill and a close kinsman of Colum Cille, it is 

likely that Baoithín originated from Tír Chonaill. Although Adomnán does not mention any 

foundation of churches by Baoithín in Ireland, this would possibly account for his later local 

associations as a saint and associated medieval churches in Teach Baoithin (Taughboyne) and Cúil 

Dabhcha (Culdaff) in Inis Eoghain. For example, Míchéal Ó Cléirigh says in the entry for his feast 

day in the Martyrology of Donegal, “Baoithin, abbot of I-Coluim-Cille, next after Colum Cille 

himself; and Tech Baoithin in Cinel Conaill was his chief church, for he was of the race of Conall 

Gulban.”303 Baoithín’s close relationship with Colum Cille as indicated through the texts appears to 

have led to his conflation with his predecessor. As a saint, Baoithín’s sanctity is modeled upon 

Colum Cille. This chapter therefore seeks to illustrate the development and growth of his identity as 

a saint through his hagiographical tradition, beginning with Adomnán’s portrayal of him in VSC.  

 
302 Carolyn Jeanette McNamara, ‘Tracing the Community of Comgall across the North Channel: An Interdisciplinary 
Investigation of Early Medieval Monasteries at Bangor, Applecross, Lismore, and Tiree.’ (PhD Thesis, University of 
Glasgow, 2021), 318, https://theses.gla.ac.uk/82061/15/2021McNamaraPhD.pdf. 
303 “Baoithin, abb Ia Cholaim Chille indiaidh Coluim Chille fén, acus Tech Baoithin i cCenel Conaill a primh cheall, ár ba 
do chenel Conaill Gulban do” O’Donovan, Todd, and Reeves, The Martyrology of Donegal: A Calendar of the Saints of Ireland, 
162–63. 
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2.2 Baoithín in Vitae Sancti Columbae 
 
 
 The basis for the traditions relating to Baoithín as a saint originate from VSC. While his 

relationship with Colum Cille is expanded upon in both CC and BCC, there does not appear to be 

any direct textual influence on Baoithín’s Latin Life from CC. BCC also postdates both the Latin 

Life and fragmented Irish ‘Life’ of Baoithín. Although there are significantly more stories of Colum 

Cille and Baoithín together in Ó Domhnáill’s Life, a full discussion of his role in that text is beyond 

the scope of this thesis. Adomnán is therefore the most likely source for VSB, especially as much of 

the Life appears to have been directly influenced by VSC.  

Adomnán also provides one of the clearest representations of Baoithín’s role in the abbacy 

of Iona in Book I.2 of the text, which further seems to imply the existence of a monastery in Derry 

at this time.304 In this, Fintán mac Tulcháin, a member of Cenél Conaill, wishes to leave Ireland and 

join Colum Cille and his monks in Iona. In seeking advice from Columb Crag, Fintan is told by two 

followers of Colum Cille that he has died. After hearing that Baoithín has succeeded into the abbacy, 

Fintan pledges his loyalty and leaves for Iona. When he requests to be received into the monastery 

by Baoithín, the abbot realises that Colum Cille prophesied this before his death, and explicitly 

instructed him to refuse Fintan’s request. He tells Fintan about this prophecy, and the aspiring monk 

returns to Leinster. Adomnán indicates that he heard this story from an elderly individual who 

supposedly had heard the tale from Fintan himself. Though one of the opening episodes of Book I 

and intended to assert the longstanding nature of Colum Cille’s prophecies, it presents Baoithín as 

following his predecessor’s (mei decessoris) command and fulfilling his role as the new abbot of 

Iona.305  

 
304 This is the first of the few references that Adomnán makes to Derry in VSC; Lacey, Medieval and Monastic Derry: Sixth 
Century to 1600, 28; Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 255–56. 
305 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 207–15. 
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 Briefly discussed in the previous section of this chapter, Book I.19 is Baoithín’s second 

appearance in VSC, again faced with the threat of a ‘whale’ (cetus) on his journey to Tiree.306 Another 

brother of the monastery, Berach, travels to Tiree first and asks for Colum Cille’s blessing for a safe 

journey. The saint prophesies the presence of the whale in the direct route to Tiree from Iona and 

tells Berach to sail around to avoid it. Berach does not listen to Colum Cille and comes upon the 

whale as the saint, but he and his companions reverse their boat and manage to escape the creature. 

In contrast, when Colum Cille informs Baoithín of the whale’s presence, Baoithín accepts what he is 

told without question. 

Eadem quoque die sanctus Baitheneo ad supra memoratam insulam navigaturo mane de eodem 
intimavit ceto, inquiens: ‘Hac praeterita nocte media cetus magnus de profundo maris sé sublavavit, et 
inter Iovam et Ethicam insulam sé hodie in superficiem ereget equoris.’ Cui Baitheneus respondens 
infit: ‘Ego et illa bilua sub dei potestate sumus.’ Sanctus ‘Vade’ ait, ‘in pace. Fides tua in Christo té ab 
hoc defendet periculo.’307 

   
Also on the same day, in the morning, the saint gave news of the same whale to Baithene, who was 
about to sail to the above-mentioned island; and he said ‘In the middle of last night, a great whale rose 
from the depths of the ocean, and today it will rise to the surface of the sea between the islands of Io 
and Eth.’ Baithene said to him in reply: ‘I and that beast are in God’s power. ‘Go in peace,’ said the 
saint, ‘your faith in Christ will protect you from this danger.’ 
 

In his response to Colum Cille, Baoithín’s own prophetic ability is seen in this chapter as Adomnán 

mentions that his protection is already guaranteed by God. Though he is ‘blessed’ by Colum Cille, 

the whale is repelled by Baoithín’s command: 

transcursísque non parvís ponti spatiis ipse et socii cetum aspiciunt; perterritísque omnibus, ipse solus 
equor et cetum ambís minibus elavatís benedicit intrepidus. Eodemque momento bilua magna sé sub 

 
306 Both the Andersons and Sharpe translate cetus as whale, though Jaqueline Borsje argues that cetus should be translated 
as ‘sea (or water) monster’ in consideration of the similarity between Adomnán’s description and cetus in Isidore’s 
Etymologiae and Ambrose’s Hexaemeron - Jaqueline Borsje, From Chaos to Enemy: Encounters with Monsters in Early Irish Texts. 
An Investigation Related to the Process of Christianization and the Concept of Evil, Instrumenta Patristica et Mediaevalia 
(Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 1996), 100, 114–39. Thomas O’Loughlin has also suggested that this reference may be to 
the sea monsters described in Genesis 1:21 - Thomas O’Loughlin, Adomnan and the Holy Places: The Perceptions of an Insular 
Monk on the Locations of the Biblical Drama. (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2007), 166. Given the influence of a variety 
of sources on VSC, this is plausible, however I follow Duncan Sneddon’s conclusion that the reference is likely to a 
whale. As Sneddon has shown, there is evidence for the presence of whales around Iona in the Middle Ages, and this 
could be a legitimate reference to the landscape of Iona rather than something with Biblical or theological influence, 
though I do not discount that possibility. Sneddon also points to Adomnán’s reference to the creature encountered by 
Berach as monstruous as possible evidence for influence from Isidore - Sneddon, ‘Adomnán of Iona’s Vita Sancti 
Columbae: A Literary Analysis’, 201–3. 
307 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 246–47. 
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fluctus inmergens nusquam deinceps eís apparuit.308 
 
And after covering a great stretch of the ocean he and his companions saw the whale; and while they 
all were terrified, he alone undaunted, raising both hands, blessed the sea and the whale. In the same 
instant the great beast plunged beneath the waves, and appeared to them no more. 
 

As in the previous chapter, Adomnán shows that Baoithín is able to perform his own miracle, rather 

than rely solely on Colum Cille’s intervention. This demonstrates not only Baoithín’s position as the 

saint’s closest companion and foster-son, but his own aptitude in protecting the brothers of the 

monastery in the face of adversity. Adomnán’s depiction of Baoithín’s ability to perform his own 

miracles might be read as a purposeful demonstration of his sanctity. 

 Baoithín’s close companionship is again emphasised in Book III.8, in which Colum Cille is 

set upon by demons dressed in battle armour while he attempts to pray in seclusion. Although the 

saint is ultimately aided by angels in defeating and driving the demons from Iona, they nevertheless 

travel to Tiree. Colum Cille believes many of Baoithín’s monastic community at Mag Luinge will die 

from their pestilence. Jacqueline Borsje has remarked that Colum Cille’s encounters with these 

particular kinds of ‘supernatural enemies’ are most clearly representative of Adomnán’s visualization 

of ‘moral evils.’ This is particularly evident here, as Adomnán details that the demons carry ‘deadly 

plagues’ with them, thus bringing both physical and spiritual evil to Tiree.309 In light of the evil 

represented by the demons, the resolution of this chapter is significant. As Colum Cille predicts, the 

demons are driven to Tiree, and bring pestilence with them: 

Quod hísdem diebus juxta beati praescientiam viri ita et factum est. Et post interveniente biduo ei 
revelante spiritu: ‘Bene,’ ait, ‘Baitheneus auxiliante deo dipensavit, ut ejusdem ecclesiae cui deo auctore 
praeest in campo Lunge jejuniis et orationibus collection a daemonum defendatur invasion; ubi nemo 
except uno qui mortuus est, hac vice morietur.’ Quod ita juxta vaticinium ejus expletum est. Nam cum 
multi in ceterís ejusdem insulae monasteriis eodem morbo morirentur, nemo nisi unus de quo sanctus 
dixit apud Baitheneum in sua est mortuus congregatione.310 
 
In accordance with the foreknowledge of the blessed man, that happened in the days that followed. 
After two days’ interval, by the revelation of the Spirit, he said: ‘With the help of God, Baithene has 

 
308 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 248–49. 
309 Borsje, From Chaos to Enemy: Encounters with Monsters in Early Irish Texts. An Investigation Related to the Process of 
Christianization and the Concept of Evil, 166–67. 
310 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 482–83. 
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contrived well, so that the community of the church over which, by God’s disposition, he rules, in the 
plain of Long, is defended by the fasts and prayers from the assault of demons; and no one else there, 
excepting one man who has died, will die on this occasion.’ This was fulfilled according to his 
prophecy. For while many in the other monasteries of the same island died of that disease, only the 
one man of whom the saint had spoken died in Baithene’s community. 
 

As can be inferred from this passage, all but one at Mag Luinge were spared from these demons as a 

result of Baoithín’s intervention. Although Adomnán implies the existence of a significant number 

of monasteries on the island as he says many others died who were from other communities there. 

Although, as Aidan MacDonald notes, “Adomnán seems pretty clearly to have known or known of 

many churches than he names,” the actual number of monasteries on the island at the time is 

unknown.311 Remarkably, Baoithín is able to thwart the demons from his monastery on his own so 

that only one of his monks is affected by their presence. Similarly to the way he is portrayed in Book 

I.2 and I.19, Adomnán appears to consciously place Baoithín in the same role as Colum Cille in 

order to illustrate his capability in the role of abbot, his spirituality, and the power of his relationship 

with God. 

 Though Book I.23 is a considerably short chapter of the Life, it presents Baoithín in one of 

his most significant roles in VSC. In this, Baoithín approaches Colum Cille and requests his review 

of a psalter that he has copied: 

Quadam de Baitheneus ad sanctum accendens ait: ‘Necesse habeo ut aliquis de fratribus mecum 
psalterium quod scripsi percurrens emendet.’ Quo audito sanctus síc profatur: ‘Cur hanc super nos 
infers sine causa molestiam? Nam in tuo hoc de quo dicis psalterio nec una superflua repperietur 
littera nec alia deesse excepta .I. vocali quae sola deest.’ Et síc toto perlecto psalterio sicuti sanctus 
praedixerat repertum exploratum est.312 
 
One day, Baithene went to the saint and said: ‘I have need of one of the brothers, to run through and 
emend with me the psalter that I have written.’ Hearing this, the saint spoke thus: ‘Why do you 
impose this trouble upon us, without cause? Since in this psalter of yours, of which you speak, neither 
will one letter be found to be superfluous, nor another to have been left out; except a vowel I which 
alone is missing.’ And so, when the whole psalter had been read through, exactly what the saint had 
foretold was found to be confirmed. 
 

This may simply be another opportunity for Adomnán to demonstrate Colum Cille’s ability for 

 
311 A. D. S. MacDonald, ‘Iona’s Style of Government Among the Picts and Scots: The Toponymic Evidence of 
Adomnán’s Life of Columba’, Peritia 4 (1985): 175; Sharpe, Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba, 302. 
312 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 256–57. 
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premonition. The practice of requesting another monk to review Baoithín’s scribal work may also be 

a reflection of the day-to-day scribal activities of the monastery, in which textual copying may have 

been reviewed by a peer.313 Baoithín’s otherwise flawless manuscript is indicative of his ability as a 

scribe, but the missing I is perhaps representative of the fact that his training to become abbot of 

Iona is not yet complete.314  

 Cormac Bourke suggests that this missing letter I could allude to the name of Iona as the 

island is consistently referred to with the epithet of Í in medieval and modern Irish. Sharpe also 

described the story as a ‘fourfold pun’ involving Latin i ‘go,’ Irish i ‘in’, í ‘island,’ and Í, the name of 

the island.315 As Bourke says, “Just as Christ could be the apex, calligraphically the least of signs, it 

seems that in iota or i, the least of letters in Baithéne’s psalter, the greatness of Iona is conveyed.”316 

The passage is rooted in Biblical exegesis as demonstrated by Jennifer O’Reilly. In copying his 

psalter, Baoithín has made a copy of Scripture, left incomplete by the missing letter I. Drawing from 

Moses’ words in Deuteromy 4:2, in which he says that the his law should not be added to or 

diminished, Columbanus’ Epistula, and Eusebius, O’Reilly argued that “[i]n these and other examples 

the complete measure and sufficiency of Scripture does not simply mean a canon of individual 

biblical books, but a particular way of reading Scripture as a whole enabling the reader to see the 

completeness of God’s law as the way of perfection.”317 The missing letter I from Baoithín’s 

manuscript therefore alters the ‘wholeness’ of his text. 

Of further note is the numerological significance of the letter. The Greek letter ι (iota) is 

 
313 Mark Stansbury, Iona Scribes and the Rhetoric of Legibility, E.C. Quiggin Memorial Lectures (Cambridge: Department of 
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314 Jennifer O’Reilly, ‘The Wisdom of the Scribe and Fear of the Lord in the Life of Columba’, in Spes Scotorum, Hope of 
Scots: Saint Columba, Iona and Scotland (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 160, 177; Stansbury, Iona Scribes and the Rhetoric of 
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representative both of the perfect number 10 and the first letter of Jesus’ name in Greek,318 where 

the letter I is representative of 1 in Latin.319 In Matthew 5:18, Jesus says to the crowd following him: 

“For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will 

pass from the law until all is accomplished.”320 Origen identified the letter to which he referred to as 

ι, which stressed “the unity and coherence of the whole of Scripture.”321 The “Irish reference Bible” 

as preserved in the 9th century manuscript Paris, B. N. lat. 11561 also preserves the commentary of 

Jerome on this book of Matthew.322 In De Locis Sanctis, Adomnán names Jerome multiple times and 

quotes from Liber de situ et nominibus frequently. It is clear therefore that Adomnán had access to 

Jerome’s writings in the library of Iona and used it as a model for his own writing. Thomas 

O’Loughlin quips that “Clearly, Jerome was his favourite author and the esteem in which he held 

him is testified by his devoting a chapter to a description of Jerome’s tomb.”323 It is possible that this 

passage of VSC is reflective of Adomnán’s education in Biblical exegesis which he may have used in 

order to write this narrative about Baoithín’s incomplete psalter. 

In consideration of Adomnán’s emphasis on Colum Cille’s scribal work in VSC, and with 

the prior discussion of Baoithín as the saint’s alumnus in mind, Book I.23 serves to present Colum 

Cille as the model and spiritual teacher whom Baoithín must follow. The act of copying a psalter 

allowed for study of the scriptures and focus on their meaning, a crucial tenant of monastic tradition 

as well as a spiritual exercise made possible by manuscript production.324 Baoithín is also represented 

as having some knowledge of scripture in the preceding chapter of VSC, which he quotes directly to 

Colum Cille while suggesting that he ought to accept the penance of a particularly evil man who had 

 
318 In Koine Greek, ‘Ιησούς – perhaps also of note is Old Irish Íssu, which is reminiscent of Í for Iona.  
319 O’Reilly, ‘The Wisdom of the Scribe and Fear of the Lord in the Life of Columba’, 181. 
320 Michael D. Coogan, ed., The New Oxford Annotated Bible, 5th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 1390–91. 
321 O’Reilly, ‘The Wisdom of the Scribe and Fear of the Lord in the Life of Columba’, 180. 
322 ibid., 184. 
323 O’Loughlin, ‘The Library of Iona in the Late Seventh Century: The Evidence from Adomnán’s “de Locis Sanctis”’, 
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committed fratricide and incest.325 However, Colum Cille again knows better than his alumnus, as he 

is familiar with St Paul’s assertion in I Corinthians 5 and 6 that fornicators should be thrust out of 

the church and community.326 It is this knowledge that allows Colum Cille to understand the true 

nature of the man’s actions and deny him the repentance and inclusion into the community of Iona 

that he desires, despite Baoithín’s assertion otherwise.327 

Returning to Baoithín’s engagement with Scripture in Book I.23, despite its brevity, Baoithín 

is represented as having the skill required to complete an otherwise perfect psalter, but he still seeks 

out and requests the assistance of Colum Cille. In doing this, Baoithín might be read as hoping to 

improve himself and to develop his own spiritual identity in order to take over for his nutritor later 

on. This is a striking difference in comparison to Baoithín’s first appearance in Book I.2, in which 

Adomnán presents him as being well-fit to the abbacy of Iona after Colum Cille’s death. 

Of the nine chapters of VSC in which Baoithín appears,328 those just discussed provide the 

clearest picture of Adomnán’s perception of him. The final two chapters of VSC, Book III.22 and 

III.23 describe Colum Cille’s prophecy of his own death. Prior to delivering his last words to the 

monastic community, Colum Cille is writing a copy of the psalms in his scriptorium on the hill 

above Iona Abbey. He stops after reaching Psalm 34:10329 and remarks that Baoithín will finish the 

psalter where he has left off. Adomnán writes the psalm (34:11) which is to be copied by Baoithín 

directly in in the text: 

‘Hic’ ait, ‘in fine cessandum et paginae. Quae vero sequuntur Baitheneus scribat.’ Sancto 
convenienter congruit decessori novissimus versiculus quem scripserat, cui numquam bona 
deficient aeterna. Successori vero sequens patri spiritalium doctori filiorum, ‘Venite filii 
audite me; timorem domini docebo vos,’ congruenter convenit, qui sicut decessor 
commendavit non solum ei docendo sed etiam successit.330 
 
‘Here, at the end of the page, I must stop. Let Baithene write what follows.’ The last verse 

 
325 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 254. 
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that he wrote aptly befits the holy predecessor, who will never lack eternal good things. 
And the verse that follows, ‘Come, my sons, hear me; I will  teach you fear of the Lord,’ is 
fittingly adapted to the successor, the father of spiritual sons, a teacher, who, as his 
predecessor enjoined, succeded him not in teaching only, but in writing also.  
 

O’Reilly aptly described Baoithín’s depiction here: “Thus Baíthéne, whose imperfect understanding 

of the wisdom of the scribe had once been manifested in his omission of the smallest letter from the 

psalter he was copying, was now called on to continue copying out a psalter begun by the holy hand 

of Columba himself.”331 Having learned from Colum Cille over the course of his career and in the 

presentation of the relationship between the saint and pupil in VSC, Baoithín is now capable of 

filling the shoes of his mentor. 

While the remainder of III.23 is focused on the circumstances of Colum Cille’s death and 

the events immediately afterwards, some attention must be drawn to the manner in which Baoithín 

finally receives the mantle of abbot. In I.2, Baoithín is presented as fitting well into the role of abbot 

of Iona, however as the text proceeds, the reader is reminded of the close relationship between the 

two monks. Baoithín is shown to be a close confidant but requires Colum Cille’s assistance in the 

development of his spiritual identity. Returning to III.23, Baoithín’s completion of the psalter marks 

the finality of his ascension to the role. This depiction of him by Adomnán thus presents the model 

upon which the later medieval tradition of Baoithín and his relationship with Colum Cille would 

ultimately be derived.   

 

2.3 The Hagiographical Tradition of Baoithín 
 

2.3.1 The Manuscript Tradition of Vita Sancti Baithini 

 
The Latin Life of Baoithín, Vita Sancti Baithini, or Vita Sancti Baithini Abbatis Hiensis, is found 

 
331 O’Reilly, ‘The Wisdom of the Scribe and Fear of the Lord in the Life of Columba’, 195. 
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in three manuscripts. Two of these are the manuscripts known as Codex Insulensis332 – Oxford 

Rawlinson B 485 and B 505, both of which have been dated to the 14th century.333 The third copy is 

preserved Codex Salmanticensis, Brussels KBR 7672-74, which also dates to the 14th century. The three 

contain the collection of Latin Lives of Irish saints which is referred to as Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae. 

Two other manuscripts known as Codex Kilkenniensis may preserve the earliest collection of VSH, 

but neither contains VSB.334 

 Although the compilation of both CI and CS can be dated with some certainty, the date of 

VSB has not yet been established. Sharpe determined that a group of nine or ten Lives in VSH 

known as the ‘O’Donohue group,’ date to the 9th century.335 Baoithín’s Life is not included in this 

early collection. The other Lives, as he argued, were the product of a vested interest in revitalising 

and revising Latin saints’ Lives beginning in the late 12th century until approximately the 14th century. 

This seems to reflect the particular desire of the canons of continental orders, in the case of these 

manuscripts, possibly the Augustinians (as will be discussed in this chapter) to renew ‘interest in the 

cult of native saints’ which in turn motivated ‘the collection of their Lives in an ‘improved’ form.’336  

While Plummer claimed these other saints’ Lives mostly dated to the 11th and 12th centuries, 

precise dating also comes with difficulty. Unlike earlier examples of Irish hagiography, these texts are 

not very helpful in giving clues as to their origins. This is especially difficult as personal names and 

placenames are omitted and replaced by ‘pious phrases and Biblical asides.’337 Their ‘abbreviated’ 

forms may also indicate that they were written to be read as part of a lectionary, perhaps for the 

 
332 Originally coined by Colgan, see: Colgan, Acta Sanctorum Veteris et Maioris Scotiæ Seu Hiberniæ, Sanctorum Insulæ, 70, 130, 
139. 
333 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 249–50. Pádraig Ó Riainn argues that 
Rawlinson B 505 should be dated to the early 15th century rather than the late 14th century Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘Longford 
Priories and Their Manuscripts: All Saints and Abbeyderg’, in Longford History and Society. Interdisciplinary Essays on the 
History of an Irish County., ed. M Morris and F O’Ferrall (Dublin: Geography Publications, 2010), 46. 
334 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 93, 296. 
335 ibid., 297–339. 
336 ibid., 379. 
337 ibid., 368–69. 
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local celebration of a feast day.  

 Some discussion of the provenance of these manuscripts may offer a suggestion as to the 

origin of VSB and the context for its inclusion in VSH. In terms of content, VSB is identical in all 

three manuscripts of CI and CS, though the order of chapters slightly differs. In all three 

manuscripts, VSB is also ordered so that it follows the Life of Colum Cille, which is also a later 

recension with some difference in the arrangement of its chapters and includes the addition of other 

material relating to Colum Cille.338 

Sharpe suggested that the Rawlinson B 485, the earlier of the two manuscripts containing 

Codex Insulensis, was copied by one scribe accustomed to gothic textura in the early 14th century. He 

also acknowledged its possible origin from Saints’ Island (Insula Sanctorum), Lough Ree, co. 

Longford.339 Pádraig Ó Riain argued that Rawlinson B 485 was completed by the scribe Uighisdín 

Mag Raidhin under the direction of Pól Mac Muircheartaigh, prior of Saints’ Island, between 1375 

and 1425.340 John Goolde, the ‘guardian’ of the Franciscan monastery at Cashel in 1627, also claimed 

that his copy of CI originated from a manuscript found at Saints’ Island.341 That copy apparently was 

later used by John Colgan, who also commented that it had originally come from Saints’ Island. Ó 

Riain furthermore argued that Goolde’s note that his copy was a ‘genuine transcript of a most 

ancient manuscript’ offered some credibility for this claim. 

 Charles Plummer stated that Rawlinson B 505, a copy of the earlier manuscript, was also 

produced at Saints’ Island due to the inclusion of obituaries of various members of the Uí 

Fhearghaill, who were the lords of Anghaile, co. Longford.342 Several significant obituaries were also 

 
338 ibid., 279. 
339 ibid., 249, 255, 265. 
340 Ó Riain, ‘Longford Priories and Their Manuscripts: All Saints and Abbeyderg’, 46; Henry and Marsh-Micheli, 
‘Manuscripts and Illuminations, 1169-1603’, 778. 
341 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 258–59. 
342 Charles Plummer, ‘On Two Collections of Latin Lives of Irish Saints in the Bodleian Library, Rawl. B. 485 and Rawl. 
B. 505’, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 5 (n.d.): 447; Verstraten Veach, ‘The Ó Fearghail Lordship of Anghaile’, in Longford 
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marginally added into the manuscript in the 16th century. They mark the passing of notable members 

of both the Uí Fhearghaill and Clann Muircheartaigh; and these later insertions may also provide 

some evidence as to the manuscript’s provenance. One of these entries marks the death of 

Flaithbheartach mac Conmidhe Uí Fhearghaill, who was prior of Saints’ Island. Both Plummer and 

Sharpe concluded that this was evidence for the manuscript’s composition there, as the Uí 

Fhearghaill had early associations with the monastery.343 However, 17th century entries in the 

manuscript on the death of Cormac Óg Mac Muircheartaigh (and references to him under different 

spellings of his name), and other later notes mentioning other members of that family could indicate 

that Rawlinson B 505 may instead have originated from Abbeyderg (Mainistir Dhearg) co. 

Longford.344 

 As the name on its 17th century binding suggests, the manuscript known as the Codex 

Salmanticensis was found in the collection of the Irish college in Salamanca, Spain. The manner of its 

arrival there is unknown.345 In describing CS, William Heist remarked that the provenance of the 

manuscript was uncertain, though he was under the impression that it was produced within an 

English or Anglo-Norman monastic school of Irish derivation due to the use of the gothic hand.346 

He noted that “[t]he spelling of Latin words is quite normal for writing in England in the period to 

which our manuscript must belong, which is to say there are no peculiarly Irish spellings.”347 He also 

asserted that the compilers of the manuscript were not familiar with either Irish names or traditions, 

but he made no attempt to date the texts themselves other than to mention the c. 14th-century date 

 
History and Society: Interdisciplinary Essays on the History of an Irish County, ed. M Morris and F O’Ferrall (Dublin: Geography 
Publications, 2010), 51–74. 
343 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 259; Plummer, ‘On Two Collections of 
Latin Lives of Irish Saints in the Bodleian Library, Rawl. B. 485 and Rawl. B. 505’, 447–48. 
344 Ó Riain, ‘Longford Priories and Their Manuscripts: All Saints and Abbeyderg’, 45; Charles McNeill, ‘Rawlinson 
Manuscripts (Class B)’, Analecta Hibernica 1 (1930): 140. 
345 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 228. 
346 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, xix, xxi–xxviii. 
347 ibid., xx. 
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of compilation.348 

One of the four colophons preserved in CS could offer some evidence as to the provenance 

of that manuscript, which is that which follows the Life of Cuanna, and reads:  

Bennacht Cuanna agus noem daroni a cattach fris ar animain inti tuc a gaedailch ‘i lladin’ i bethusa .i. fratris 
Iohannis mac Kern de Ergallia 
 
The blessing of Cuanna and the saints who made their covenant with him on the soul of the man who 
translated this Life from Irish (into Latin), to wit, Brother John mac Tigernáin of Oriel. 
 

 Sharpe recognised that the descriptor of Ergallia used here was an indication that Seán Mac 

Tighearnáin was probably Irish, and from the territory of Oirghialla in south Ulster. He also pointed 

out that the wording of the colophon probably indicated that Mac Tighearnáin was already deceased 

by the time it was written.349 A later addition below this colophon is a prayer for the soul of 

‘Dermicii Í Dhunchadha’ (Diarmaid Ó Donnchadha), who is mentioned in two other colophons 

written presumably while he was alive. As Pádraig Ó Riain notes: “The first of these asserts that 

certain gatherings are ‘Brother Diarmaid Ó Dúnchadha’s,’ while the second declares that certain 

materials were lent to the scribe by Brother Diarmaid Ó Dúnchadha.”350 Both Sharpe and Heist 

believed that this Life of Cuanna had been supplied to the compiler(s) of CS by Ó Donnchadha in a 

copy which had originally been written by Mac Tighearnáin.351 Despite recognising that these 

individuals were both clearly Irish, as well as the command of Irish in the colophon referencing Mac 

Tighearnáin and his connection to Oirghialla; Sharpe postulated that, in semi-agreement with Heist’s 

conclusion, that the compiler had ‘passive knowledge’ of Irish.352 Although he was clearly “able to 

 
348 ibid., xx–xxviii. 
349 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 236–39. See also: Charles Plummer, Vitae 
Sanctorum Hiberniae, Partim Hactenus Ineditae, vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1910), xi. 
350 Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘Codex Salmanticensis: A Provenance Inter Anglos or Inter Hibernos?’, in ‘A Miracle of Learning’ 
Studies in Manuscripts and Irish Learning: Essays in Honour of William O’Sullivan, ed. Toby Barnard, Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, and 
Katharine Simms (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Company, 1998), 93. 
351 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 237; Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex 
Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, xxii. 
352 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 238–39; Heist claimed that the 
manuscript could not have been from an Irish community, noting its use of the gothic hand, 'strange' spellings of Latin, 
and misspellings of even famous placenames; Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 
xix–xxi. See also Ó Riain, ‘Codex Salmanticensis: A Provenance Inter Anglos or Inter Hibernos?’, 91–92. 
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collaborate with Irish clerics,” through the inclusion of this material belonging to Ó Donnchadha, 

his lack of command of Irish placenames and the language indicated that CS likely was compiled in a 

“religious community inter Anglos.”353  

Sharpe furthermore stated that the reference to Oirghialla in the colophon probably meant 

that the manuscript was not compiled there. As Oirghialla “remained a thoroughly Gaelic area” even 

in the 14th century, he followed Heist’s conclusion that the manuscript could not have been 

originated from a monastic community inter Hibernicos. As he said, “If our compiler knew only 

English or French (besides Latin), we should probably be looking towards one of the towns, where 

this Gaelicization was not going on.”354 The ‘indiscriminate collecting’ and ‘conservative’ nature of 

the Lives preserved in CS also led Sharpe and Plummer alike to believe that the manuscript was an 

attempt to assemble a ‘reperatory’ of Irish saints’ Lives with no cohesive order other than the 

chronological one in which the texts were collected.355 With this argument in consideration, as well 

as the fact that both CS and CI contain Lives of saints from across Ireland, it has also been posited 

that, like the two manuscripts of CI, CS could also have originated from the north of Ireland. 

 Ó Riain also noted that the name in the above colophon, ‘Kern,’ should be read as Mac 

Tigernáin, and drew particular attention to its high command of Irish, “despite the use of gothic 

script.”356 Mac Tigernáin’s apparent origin from within the territory of Airgialla could also offer 

some plausible evidence for the origin of the manuscript. Earlier in the 12th century, a cluster of 

Augustinian monasteries were founded in Oirghialla under the auspice of the bishops Áed Ua 

 
353 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 239. On the question of names in CS, see 
also Caoimhín Breatnach, ‘The Significance of the Orthography of Irish Proper Names in the Codex Salmanticensis’, 
Ériu 55 (2005): 85–101. 
354 ibid. 
355 ibid., 241–46. 
356 Ó Riain, ‘Codex Salmanticensis: A Provenance Inter Anglos or Inter Hibernos?’, 93. It’s worth noting that the Irish 
entries in the Cottonian Annals (Annals of Boyle) are also in a ‘quasi-Gothic’ hand - Nollaig Ó Muraíle, ‘The Gaelic 
Heritage of County Roscommon’, in Roscommon: History and Society, ed. Ritchie Farrell, Kieran O’Conor, and Matthew 
Potter (Dublin: Geography Publications, 2018), 213. 
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Cáellaide and Malachy Ua Cáellaide, who were influential in diocesan reform at the time.357 While 

Louth was transferred to Clogher in the late 12th century under Donnchad Ua Cerbaill, king of 

Oirghialla, the borders of the diocese did not otherwise change significantly from the 14th to 17th 

centuries.358 By the 14th century, Oirghialla usually referred to the lands ruled by Clann 

Mhathghamhna, which, by that stage consisted of the modern counties of Armagh and Monaghan. 

In the ‘ecclesiastical sphere,’ however, Oirghialla was used to refer to the diocese of Clogher until 

the end of the 14th century, as the territory had encompassed a much larger part of Ulster in the early 

Middle Ages.359 

 Ó Riain argued, that “Consequently, in view of the obvious ecclesiastical background to the 

Codex Salmanticensis, we may assume that Ergallia of the colophon referred to the diocese of Clogher, 

in which case Brother Seán Mac Tighearnáin would almost certainly have belonged to one of the 

four flourishing communities of Augustinian canons then located in the area, namely, at Clochar 

(Clogher) itself, Cluain Eois (Clones), Daimh Inis (Devinish) and Lios Gabháil (Lisgoole).” Clann 

Tighearnáin were associated with the baronies of Teallach Dhúnchadha (Tullyhunco), co. Cavan, 

and Lurg, co. Fermanagh, but most importantly, Cúil Mhic Thighearnáin (Anglicised 

CoolmcKernan), which was in the diocese of Clogher.360 As Ó Riain continued, “That this was an 

important district, later taken over by a branch of the Maguires, is clear from references to it in the 

 
357 Edel Bhreatnach, ‘The Vita Apostolica and the Origin of Augustinian Canons and Canonesses’, in Households of God: 
The Regular Canons and Canonesses of Saint Augustine and of Prémontré in Medieval Ireland, ed. Martin Browne OSB and Colmán 
Ó Clabaigh OSB (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2019), 37. 
358 ibid., 10–11. see also: Aubrey Gwynn, ‘Armagh and Louth in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries’, Seanchas 
Ardmhacha: Journal of the Armagh Diocesan Historical Society 1, no. 2 (1955): 17–37; Brendan Smith, ‘The Armagh-Clogher 
Dispute and the “Mellifront Conspiracy”: Diocesan Politics and Monastic Reform in Early Thirteenth Century Ireland’, 
Seanchas Ardmhacha: Journal of the Armagh Diocesan Historical Society 14, no. 2 (1991): 26–38. 
359  Ó Riain, ‘Codex Salmanticensis: A Provenance Inter Anglos or Inter Hibernos?’, 93. See also Peter Smith, Oidhreacht 
Oirghiall: A Bibliography of Irish Literature and Philology Relating to the South East Ulster-North Leinster Region: Printed Sources 
(Belfast: ULTACHT Trust, 1995). 
360 P. J. Duffy, ‘The Shape of the Parish’, in The Parish in Medieval and Early Modern Ireland: Community, Territory and Building, 
ed. E. Fitzpatrick and R. Gillespie (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2006), 53. 
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Annals of Ulster for the years 1487, 1532 and 1536.”361 It apparently was located somewhere north 

of Doire Mhaoláin (Derryvullan), in the barony of (Tír Cheannada) Tirkennedy, co. Fermanagh.362 

From this evidence, Ó Riain tentatively concluded that CS was compiled within an Irish community, 

somewhere within the diocese of Clogher. 

The now-lost Register of Clogher was originally compiled by the bishop Pádraig Ó Cuilinn 

and the archdeacon Ruaidhrí Ó Caiside in the 16th century, but is now only preserved in 17th century 

transcripts.363 The ‘Catalogue of Bishops’ in this text describes Saint Tigernach (who is also 

discussed in Chapter 4 of this thesis), as the ‘legate of all Ireland’ and details that this position was 

given to him by Mac Caírthinn, the patron saint of the diocese.364 This is contrary to the way in 

which Tigernach is illustrated in his own Life, in which he is depicted as refusing the see of Clogher 

from Mac Caírthinn as the latter saint was still living. Ó Riain argued that Tigernach’s description in 

the Register of Clogher could have stemmed from the fact that in the chapter of Vita Sancti Tigernaci 

which precedes his interaction with Mac Caírthinn, Brigid relates that Tigernach was “elected bishop 

by an assembly of other bishops.”365 This he took as evidence that the compilers of the ‘Catalogue of 

Bishops’ had consulted Vita Sancti Tigernaci. Tigernach’s Life is preserved in both CI and CS,366 but 

Ó Riain also pointed to the fact that the fragmentary Life of Mac Caírthinn is only preserved in the 

Register of Clogher and CS. Ó Cuilinn indicated that his Life of Mac Caírthinn in the Register was 

 
361 Ó Riain, ‘Codex Salmanticensis: A Provenance Inter Anglos or Inter Hibernos?’, 93–94; W.M. Hennessey and B. Mac 
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362 Hogan, Onomasticon Goedelicum: Locorum et Tribuum Hiberniae et Scotiae, 321; Patrick S. Dinneen, Me Guidhir 
Fhearmanach/The Maguires of Fermanagh: .I. Maghnus Agus Giolla Íosa, ‘Dhá Mhac Dhuinn Mhóir Mic Ragnaill’ (Dublin: M. H. 
Gill & son, 1917), 138; Ó Riain, ‘Codex Salmanticensis: A Provenance Inter Anglos or Inter Hibernos?’, 94. 
363 K. W. Nicholls, ‘The Register of Clogher’, Clogher Record 7, no. 3 (1971): 361. 
364 ibid., 388–9. 
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366 The Life of Tigernach in CS is missing the last few chapters in comparison to Plummer’s edition from CI, Heist 
noted the following folio had been cut away - Charles Plummer, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, Partim Hactenus Ineditae, vol. 2 
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transcribed from ‘the ancient books of the Order of St Augustine.’367  Ó Riain suggested that this 

manuscript was from the ‘Augustine canons’ at Clogher, which could have been CS or another lost 

witness.368  

Ian Doyle also suggested that CS should be re-dated to the late 13th century or early 14th 

century based on a reexamination of its hands.369 With this new date in mind, Ó Riain explained that 

the bishop of the diocese of Clogher from 1287-1310, Matthew Mac Cathasaigh, had substantial 

interest in the cults of saints local to the area, including that of Mac Caírthinn and Constans of 

Eoinis, whose Irish name was Cuanna.370 Ó Riain drew attention to the fact that Lives composed 

around this period were produced in shorter forms in order to be used for office lessons. The 

removal of placenames within these Lives could also account for an interest in asserting the 

asceticism of these saints, rather than their local associations. 

 As he noted, many of the Lives in CS are short, including the Life of Mac Caírthinn, which 

may indicate that it was completed on behalf of Mac Cathasaigh. The bishop’s influence on the 

production of hagiography could also account for the presence of the aforementioned Life of 

Cuanna, which, as its colophon states, was translated from Irish into Latin. Although the Life does 

not mention Eoinis (Eoinish), co. Cavan, which is now just south of co. Fermanagh, he suggested 

that it may have been emended when it was copied into CS, or that this portion of the Life could 

have been lost, as it survives in a fragmentary form. On the other hand, Ó Riain has more recently 

identified Cuanna as the Cuanna of Cill Cuana (Kilcoona), co. Galway371 – most likely due to the fact 

that the Life of Cuanna references ‘Loch Orbsen’ (Lough Corrib) in its first surviving chapter, near 

 
367 Nicholls, ‘The Register of Clogher’, 430–31. 
368 Ó Riain, ‘Codex Salmanticensis: A Provenance Inter Anglos or Inter Hibernos?’, 94–96. 
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which ‘Cell Cuonna’ is said to have been located, and lacks any reference to Eoinis.372 That this Life 

is fragmentary could still indicate that some portion of it connecting Cuanna to Cavan could have 

existed, however Ó Riain has also not fully addressed that the title of the Life in CS, refers to this 

Cuanna as the abbot of Lismore (Vita S. Cuannathei Seu Cuannae Abbatis Lismorensis).373 

A Clogher provenance for Codex Salmanticensis could also account for the use of the 

‘Northern Lectionary’ which Charles-Edwards believed to be a source for some of the Lives 

included in the manuscript. He concluded that the manuscript could be divided into four distinct 

parts – the O’Donohue group dating to the 9th century; a second group of Lives of saints connected 

with Leinster and Munster; a group of saints with feast days from March-June (including the two 

Lives of Colum Cille and Baoithín, who share a feast day of 9 June); and a final group of five saints 

from this Northern Lectionary primarily associated with Airgíalla / Ulster.374 With the exception of 

the ‘second’ Life of Mo Lua, the saints’ Lives which he identified as having originated from the 

Northern Lectionary are not present in either Codex Insulensis manuscript. Although Mo Lua is also 

primarily a Munster saint, this Life appears to have been composed in the interests of Mo Lua’s 

other associated church of Druim Snechta (Drumsnat), co. Monaghan.375 Sharpe suggested that may 

have come from the lost exemplar used for both CI and CS. Charles-Edwards remarked, however, 

that the possibility of this Life having originally been found in the lost manuscript was not sufficient 

evidence to preclude it from having also appeared in the ‘Northern Lectionary.’376 Otherwise, these 

five saints – Daig of Inis Caoin (Inishkeen), Mochta of Louth, Éogan of Ard Stratha (Ardstraw), 

Mac Nisse of Coinnire (Connor), and Mo Lua of Droim Sneachta (Drumsnat) – are closely linked to 

 
372 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 407; Hogan, Onomasticon Goedelicum: 
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churches in the north of Ireland. Unlike the short Lives preserved in CS which, as they were 

probably written for lectionary use, generally lack placenames and other identifying elements, these 

Lives from the ‘Northern Lectionary’ do feature genealogies and local associations.377 

Although Charles-Edwards suggested an 8th or 9th century date for the Lives of Daig and 

Éogan, neither the dates nor the origins of the Lives in the ‘Northern Lectionary’ group can be 

determined as easily. As he stated, however, “I shall assume that this group within S was derived 

from a single source, and that, directly or indirectly, the source was a lectionary embracing saints of 

northern Irish churches.” He also observed that the regions with which these saints are associated 

were under Patrician influence.378 Mac Nisse of Coinnire is distinctly associated with St Patrick as he 

appears in the Book of Armagh, and Patrick consecrates him as bishop in his Life as preserved in 

CS.379 Mochta is presented by Adomnán in the second preface of VSC as a disciple of Patrick who 

prophesies the birth of Colum Cille and his fame as abbot of Iona.380 Of more significant relevance 

to this discussion is that Mochta is described as having been the first bishop of Clogher (Oirghialla) 

in the ‘Catalogue of the Bishops of Clogher,’ which likely stemmed from the replacement of Clogher 

by Louth as the diocesan see in the 12th century.381    

A cult of Mochta probably existed in Louth prior to canon rule,382 but the Life of Mochta in 

CS itself offers no clues as to when or where it was written. The text, however, details Mochta’s 

foundation of his monastery in Louth, and his aforementioned connection with St Patrick with 
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whom he was already associated in the early Middle Ages.383 Notably, Mochta and Daig of Inis 

Caoin are present in each other’s Lives in CS, which could indicate that the two were compiled 

around the same time, or that they had an established connection with each other.384 Daig’s 

association with Inis Caoin, co. Monaghan and Mo Lua’s association with Droim Sneachta, co. 

Monaghan places two more of the saints included in the Lives of the lectionary within the diocese of 

Clogher.385 The final saint of this group of five, Éogan, may also have had some connection with 

Clogher through his local association. While Ard Stratha ultimately was in the diocese of Derry, it 

was claimed within the diocesan boundaries of Clogher in the late 13th century.386 As four out of the 

five saints whose Lives are included in the ‘Northern Lectionary’ can be associated with the diocese 

of Clogher as well as Ulster, this could also offer some evidence for the northern provenance of the 

Codex Salmanticensis, perhaps within one of the major Augustinian communities within the diocese, as 

suggested by Pádraig Ó Riain. 

 This section has therefore presented some evidence that the three manuscripts containing CI 

and CS  may have been produced in Augustinian communities in the north of Ireland, accepting the 

argument that Rawlinson B 485 (CI) was produced in Saints’ Island, co. Longford; Rawlinson B 505 

(CI) in Abbeyderg, co. Longford; and that KBR MS 7672-4 (CS) may have been compiled at one of 

the Augustinian communities within the diocese of Clogher.387 If these three manuscripts containing 

VSH were of Augustinian origin as has been discussed above, their inclusion of ‘local’ (that is, Lives 

of saints from Ulster and north Connacht) Lives, such as those in the ‘Northern Lectionary’ could 

reflect the continuation of long-standing Augustinian interest in memorialising and venerating native 

 
383 Cronin, ‘Saint Mochta of Louth and the Rewriting of History’, 334; Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim 
Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 398. 
384 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 390, 400. 
385 Bearnárd Uasal Ó Dubhthaigh, ‘A Contribution to the History of Drumsnat’, Clogher Record 6, no. 1 (1966): 71–103. 
386 Simms, ‘The Origins of the Diocese of Clogher’, 198; of some relevance also is Kim McCone, ‘Clones and Her 
Neighbours in the Early Period: Hints From Some Airgialla Saint’s Lives’, Clogher Record XI, no. 3 (1984): 305–25. 
387 It has been argued elsewhere that CS was actually produced in Waterford due to its inclusion of the Life of St 
Catherine; William O’Sullivan, ‘A Waterford Origin for the Codex Salmanticensis’, Decies 54 (1998): 17–24. 
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or ‘local’ saints. This seems to have sprung from the desire of the canons of continental orders, in 

the case of these manuscripts, the Augustinians, to renew “interest in the cult of native saints” which 

in turn motivated “the collection of their Lives in an improved form.”388 An earlier example of this 

might be in the case of the Christ Church martyrology, which, while originally compiled in the 9th 

century in France, passed through monasteries of Irish canons on the continent. The martyrology 

was kept in Metz and Cologne before arriving in Dublin c. 1030. The feast days of Irish saints were 

added to the martyrology in these continental monasteries, and it was later used as a source for the 

martyrologies of Tallaght and Gormán.389 Later 12th century martyrologies were additionally 

completed and compiled in Ireland primarily by Augustinian canons.390 Most relevant to this 

discussion is the fact that “Biographical memorialization of Irish saints appears similarly to have lain 

mainly in Augustinian hands, at least in the period up to 1250 or so, when the Franciscan order 

began to have an equally important role, especially in Leinster.”391 The arrival of continental orders 

in Ireland in the 12th century marked an upsurge in hagiographical activity, which may have led to 

the Augustinian compilation of these three manuscripts in the 14th or 15th centuries.392 This 

discussion has therefore shown the possibility of the northern provenance of all three manuscripts 

in which VSB is found. 

2.3.2 The Provenance of Vita Sancti Baithini  

 

The Latin Life of Baoithín as preserved in Codex Insulensis and Codex Salmanticensis does not 

preserve any placenames393 or other local associations which would definitively offer some idea as to 

 
388 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 379. 
389 Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘The Regular Canons and Irish Hagiography’, in Households of God: The Regular Canons and Canonesses of 
Saint Augustine and of Prémontré in Medieval Ireland, ed. Martin Browne OSB and Colmán Ó Clabaigh OSB (Dublin: Four 
Courts Press, 2019), 207–9. 
390 ibid., 210. 
391 ibid., 212. 
392 ibid., 214. 
393 Aside from one, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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the place of its compilation. Charles-Edwards categorised the Lives of Colum Cille and Baoithín as 

being associated with Iona rather than with any area in Ireland.394 However, the Life also shows no 

evidence of compilation in any of the major monasteries of the Columban familia, such as Derry or 

Kells. As was shown in the previous chapter, Colum Cille's cult was well established in the 

northwest of Ireland by the 12th century, particularly in Derry and in other places where monasteries 

of the Columban familia were established. As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, Baoithín 

himself was also associated with a number of churches in the northwest of Ireland (see map below). 

Both CS and CI also contain copies of the Life of Colum Cille which differ from early recensions of 

VSC in the both the division of its text and as it includes the addition of other material relating to 

the saint. As indicated by Sharpe and Plummer, the first 19 chapters in the CS recension form a 

“highly abbreviated Life” ending with the death of Colum Cille.395 While both were evidently copied 

from a shared lost exemplar, the version of Colum Cille in both CI manuscripts has incorporated 

additional material from elsewhere – the first of these insertions occurs between chapters 5 and 6 

and relates a story of how Colum Cille received his name. Sharpe remarked that this insertion of 

additional material came from “an unknown source.”396 

The second insertion is the story De causa peregrinacionis S. Columbe,397 which Sharpe used to 

suggest that the compilers of CI had access to CS, as it is preserved in different places in all three 

manuscripts. He ultimately concluded, however, that the lost exemplar must have been stylistically 

more similar to the CI recensions.398 Bearing this in mind, it is apparent that the author(s) of the lost 

exemplar used for CI and CS had access to a copy of VSC, due to its general agreement with earlier 

recensions of that Life. It may also be possible, however, that the inclusion and interpolation of 

 
394 Charles-Edwards, ‘The Northern Lectionary: A Source for the Codex Salmanticensis’, 150–51. 
395 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 279; Plummer, ‘On Two Collections of 
Latin Lives of Irish Saints in the Bodleian Library, Rawl. B. 485 and Rawl. B. 505’, 435. 
396 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 279. 
397 Heist separated this tale from the Life of Colum Cille in his edition entirely. 
398 Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 279–81. 
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other Columban material may have come from other texts on hand and that local traditions related 

to the Life of the saint may have incorporated. If all three of these manuscripts were compiled in 

north Connacht and south Ulster, the lost exemplar may have also originated from the northwest of 

Ireland. While the extent of the influence of already extant Irish material on the compilation of these 

‘abbreviated’ Lives produced for liturgical use is unclear, Sharpe remarked that “[t]here are signs of 

occasional attention to the Irish vernacular, while one at least of the manuscripts we have was 

written by an Irish scribe and spent much of its existence in a house where Irish was the everyday 

language.”399 However, as he also said – if these Lives were compiled and revised to renew interest in 

the ‘cult of native saints,’  the possible use of material composed locally to churches associated with 

these saints should also be considered.400  

 

 
399 ibid., 371. 
400 ibid., 379. 
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Map: Baoithín in Donegal, Roscommon, and Sligo 
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Baoithín is associated three with churches in northwest of Ireland that are relevant to this 

discussion: the aforementioned Teach Baoithín (Taughboyne), and Cúil Dabhcha (Culdaff), co. 

Donegal, and most importantly, Tigh Baoithín (Tibohine), co. Roscommon. A second placename in 

Roscommon, Teach Baoith (Taghboy),401 could have been the site of another church associated with 

this saint in Roscommon.402 While the ‘Baoith’ in this instance has not been identified, and was 

previously misinterpreted as ‘buídhe,’403 I point to the similar Teampall Baoith(ín) (Templeboy), co. 

Sligo, a church also said to have been founded by Baoithín of Iona (which will be discussed in 

Chapter 3). In that case, Baoith has similarly lost the -ín, though it is clear that the spelling Baoithín 

is used for the saint’s name in Sligo, Roscommon, and Donegal. ‘Teach’ in placenames typically 

indicates the presence of a church or otherwise monastic settlement, so another church associated 

with Baoithín there certainly seems plausible.  

 The earliest reference to Tigh Baoithín is in 1201, where it is mentioned in the annals as 

having been raided by Aedh Ua Neill in aid of Cathal Croibderg in AU.404 This entry has been 

expanded in the Annals of Loch Cé to elaborate that Aedh and Cathal Croibderg were assisted by 

the armies of Cenél nÉogain, Cenél Conaill, and the Uí hÉignigh king of Fermanagh; and that they 

slaughtered the men of Tomaltach Mac Diarmada, the king of Mag Luirg. Tigh Baoithín is referred 

to as as ‘Tech Baithin Airtigh’ in these entries, where Airteach refers to the territory in the northwest 

of Roscommon.405 A second entry in 1225 marks the death of Gilla in Coimdeg Mac Gilla Carraigh, 

 
401 Liam Ó hAisibéil, ‘The Place-Names of Co. Roscommon’, in Roscommon: History and Society, ed. Ritchie Farrell, Kieran 
O’Conor, and Matthew Potter (Dublin: Geography Publications, 2018), 168. 
402 Hogan, Onomasticon Goedelicum: Locorum et Tribuum Hiberniae et Scotiae, 622. 
403 Teach Baoith - https://www.logainm.ie/en/2097 
404 Hennessey and Mac Carthy, Annala Uladh: Annals of Ulster, Otherwise Annala Senait, Annals of Senat: A Chronicle of Irish 
Affairs from A.D. 431 to A.D. 1540, 234–35. 
405 William M. Hennessey, ed., The Annals of Loch Cé. A Chronicle of Irish Affairs from A.D. 1014 to A.D. 1590, Rerum 
Britannicarum Medii Aevi Scriptores 54 (London: Longman, 1871), 214–17; see also: O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta 
Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the Year 1616, vol. 3, 118; Hogan, 
Onomasticon Goedelicum: Locorum et Tribuum Hiberniae et Scotiae, 24–25; Francis Beirne, ed., The Diocese of Elphin: People, Places, 
and Pilgrimage (Dublin: Columba Press, 2000), 246. 
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the “eminent priest and parson of Tech Baithin.” A subsequent entry in AU in 1229 details the 

death of Diarmait Mac Gilla Carraigh, who is described as the airchinnech of Tigh Baoithín, and the 

“eminent priest and the person of best charity and hospitality that was in this side of Connacht.”406 

This account of his death is expanded upon in AC and AFM. In AFM, the entry states that his body 

was buried in the monastery of Holy Trinity after it was kept ‘unburied’ in Boyle for three days.407 In 

AC the entry for 1229 reads: 

  Diarmait Mac Gilla Carrthaig aircindech Tige Baithin, 
  uasalsacart & in nech dob ferr derg & daennacht ro bai hi centur Connacht, 

quieuit in Christo. Et is fo adlacad in chuirp-sin dorala in contin & in esaenta moir etir manchaib na 
Builli & canonchaib na Trionoite co rabi da la & da oidchi i tempul Dromai nar lecsed na manaig a 
adlacad co ndeachaid se do chert uatha fo deoid i cinn in tres la.408 
 
Diarmait Mac Gilla Carthaig, erenach of Tibohine, archipresbiter, and the person most conspiuous for 
charity and humanity in this part of Connacht, rested in Christ. And it was about the burial of this 
man’s body that there arose the strife and contention between the monks of Boyle and the canons of 
the Trinity, so that it lay for two days and nights in the church of Drum, the monks preventing its 
burial, till at the end of the third day it was equitably taken from them.  
 

This account of his death and the contention around his burial appears to have been reliant on the 

1229 entry in the Cottonian Annals (Annals of Boyle). After 1228 the entries in those annals were 

produced at Holy Trinity in contemporaneous hands, and it is of especial note that it mentions that 

his body was carried to the monastery by the clerics of Clarus, the archdeacon of Elphin. On their 

way, they were apparently met by a monk (cellarer) who claimed Diarmait wanted to be buried at 

Boyle. Similarly, his body was kept in Drum until a compromise was made.409  

 
406 “duine rob’fherr deirc & eineach dobi i cenntur Connacht”; Hennessey and Mac Carthy, Annala Uladh: Annals of 
Ulster, Otherwise Annala Senait, Annals of Senat: A Chronicle of Irish Affairs from A.D. 431 to A.D. 1540, 274–75, 280–81. 
407 O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the 
Year 1616, vol. 3, 252–53. 
408 A. Martin Freeman, Annála Connacht, A.D. 1224-1544 (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1944), 32–33. 
409 Diarmit mac Gilli Charruig h-uasalagart Tigi Buithin in fine eiusdem anni mortuus est. Cuius corpus dum per 
canonicos et alios clericos Clari Elfinensis archidiaconi ad Insolam Sancte Trinitatis ad sepiliendum portaretur. cellarius 
magnus de Buellio eis in uia obuiauit. Qui dixit quod apud monachos de Buellio sepiliri elegit. et qui uniuersos monachos 
et conuersos eiusdem monasterii cum suis seruientibus. ut ipsum corpus iuris ordine preposito secum ducerent. in unum 
collegit. Et inter ipsos monachos et canonicos et alios clericos eiusdem archidiaconi ita orta est discentio. Que taliter est 
sophita. quod corpus in templo de Druim duabus diebus et duabus noctibus de consensu utriusque partis fuerat 
sequestratum. Porro die tertia omnibus monachis de Buellio et clericis de Mag Luirg in unum collectis. compromisionem 
in duos uiros ydoneos fecerunt. Facta autem compromisione et lite contestata et allegatis omnibus factis demum ipsum 
corpus Insole Sancte Trinitatis ad sepiliendum adiudicatum est. En bliadain déc & fiche & da chét & míle. A. Martin 
Freeman, ‘The Annals in Cotton MS Titus A Xxv [Part 2]’, Revue Celtique 42 (1925): 297. 
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 It might be assumed that the reason as to the contention over Diarmait Mac Gilla Carraigh’s 

body may have arisen from the foundation of Holy Trinity, a Premonstratensian priory founded 

c.1215-1220 by the aforementioned Clárus mac Maoilín Ó Maoilchonaire. His father was the 

erenagh of the Augustinian priory of Inis Mac nÉirín (Inchmacnerin), and Holy Trinity was 

supported by the Meic Dhiarmata of Mag Luirg.410 The abbot of the neighbouring Cistercian Boyle 

Abbey (settled in 1160, consecrated c. 1219)411 was deposed in 1227, and in 1228, the English 

Cistercian abbot, Stephen of Lexington, affiliated Boyle with Clairveaux rather than Mellifont.412 The 

reformation of the abbey spearheaded by Stephen “included the exclusion as far as possible of non-

French cultural activities.” Continuning in the words of B. W. O’Dwyer, “This aspect of the reform 

was expressed in terms of the insistence upon the employment of French as the vernacular language 

in the Irish Cistercian monasteries.”413 The reformation of the Cistercian abbey may therefore have 

been a reason for the movement of monks from Boyle to Holy Trinity. It would also account for the 

fact that the aforementioned Annals of Boyle, which were later used as a source for the Annals of 

Loch Cé and Connacht,414 were copied at the Premonstratensian priory from 1228. O’Dwyer noted 

however that the reformation of Boyle was not a definite answer as to the change in provenance of 

the annals, which “could indicate nothing more than an interest in Irish chronicles and the need for 

books at Holy Trinity.”415  

Considering the ‘close personal relations’ between the two monasteries as demonstrated by 

 
410 Freeman, Annála Connacht, A.D. 1224-1544, 304; A. Gwynn and R.N. Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses in Ireland 
(Dublin: Irish Academic Press, Ltd., 1988), 179; B. W. O’Dwyer, ‘The Annals of Connacht and Loch Cé and the 
Monasteries of Boyle and Holy Trinity’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature 72 
(1972): 89. 
411 Beirne, The Diocese of Elphin: People, Places, and Pilgrimage, 31. 
412 O’Dwyer, ‘The Annals of Connacht and Loch Cé and the Monasteries of Boyle and Holy Trinity’, 87. 
413 ibid. 
414 On Loch Cé, see also: Thomas Finan, Medieval Lough Cé: History, Archaeology, Landscape (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 
2010). 
415 O’Dwyer, ‘The Annals of Connacht and Loch Cé and the Monasteries of Boyle and Holy Trinity’, 87., Ó Muraíle, 
‘The Gaelic Heritage of County Roscommon’, 213–14. 
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O’Dwyer; if Diarmait Mac Gilla Carraigh, as a priest and the erenagh of Tigh Baoithín, had some 

connection with both monasteries, this could account for the contention surrounding his burial. 

These entries in the annals further serve to demonstrate that Tigh Baoithín must have been 

significant by the mid 13th century, given that the descriptions of both members of Meic Gilla 

Carraigh portray them as being highly respected, and indicate that there was an erenagh family of 

Tigh Baoithín. This is especially evident through the involvement of the archdeacon of Elphin, 

Clárus mac Maoilin Ó Maoilchonaire, in the matter of Diarmait Mac Gilla Carraigh’s death in 1229. 

Tigh Baoithín is mentioned again in 1233 in the entry marking the killing of Aedh mac Ruairí 

Ua Conchobair, king of Connacht, by Féidlimid, the son of Cathal Croibderg. Féidlimid marched 

into Connacht accompanied by the king of Mag Luirg, Cormac mac Tomaltaigh Mac Diarmata, 

intending to slay the king of Connacht and his descendants and prevent their claim to kingship. The 

accounts in the Annals of Loch Cé and Connacht imply that the reason for this raid was because 

Aedh Muimnech mac Ruairí plundered Tigh Baoithín, however this detail is not present in the 

Annals of Boyle.416 

 
Slugad la Fedlim mac Cathail Crobdeirg hi Connachtaib co ndechaid Cormac mac Tomaltaig ri Muigi 
Luirg ana aigid, co tucc les a Mag Luirg he acus co ndernsad longport ac Druim Grecraigi & Corbmac 
& Concobar a mac & na tri Tuatha & da mac Murcertaig Meic Diarmata .i. Dondchad & Murcertach, 
& is i comuirle doronsad diblinaib tocht a ndiaid Aedo meic Ruaidri Rig Connacht & clainni Ruaidri 
archena, co tucsad sraenmaidm sechranach forra & cur benad rigi & oirichas coicid Connacht do 
clainn Ruaidri Ri Connacht ann & Aed Mumnech mac Ruaidri & a mac & Dondchad Mor mac 
Diarmata meic Ruaidri & daine imda aili nach arimther sunn imailli friu, iar sarugad Tigi Baithin & 
iarna slad d’Aed Mumnech, & iar slat cell & eclus imda eli, gur toitsed fein a n-enech naem & cell 
Connacht. 
 
Fedlim son of Cathal Crobderg marched into Connacht and Cormac son of Tomaltach [Mac 
Diarmata], king of Moylurg, came to meet him and brought him into Moylurg and they encamped at 
Druim Grecraige – [Fedlim], Cormac, and his son Conchobar, the three Tuatha and Donnchad and 
Muirchertach sons of Muirchertach mac Diarmata. They all determined to go after Aed mac Ruaidri 
king of Connacht and the rest of Ruaidri’s descendants; and they inflicted on them such a routing and 
a scattering that the kingship and sovranty of the province of Connacht was taken from the seed of 

 
416 Freeman, Annála Connacht, A.D. 1224-1544, 44–45; Hennessey, The Annals of Loch Cé. A Chronicle of Irish Affairs from 
A.D. 1014 to A.D. 1590, 311–12; O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four 
Masters, from the Earliest Period to the Year 1616, 266–68; Freeman, ‘The Annals in Cotton MS Titus A Xxv [Part 2]’, 299; 
Hennessey and Mac Carthy, Annala Uladh: Annals of Ulster, Otherwise Annala Senait, Annals of Senat: A Chronicle of Irish 
Affairs from A.D. 431 to A.D. 1540, vol. 3, 288–91. 
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Ruaidri on that day. Aed mac Ruairi king of Connacht, Aeid Muimnech mac Ruaidri and his son, 
Donnchad Mor son of Diarmait mac Ruaidri and many others not here recorded were slain there. For 
Aed Muimnech had violated the sanctuary of Tibohine and plundered it, and many other churches 
and sacred buildings had been plundered by them, so that they fell [by the hand of their enemies] to 
avenge the honour of the saints and churches of Connacht.417 

 
When the plundering of Tigh Baoithín as related here actually occurred is uncertain, however, it is 

again clear that the church and its priests/erenagh family were held in high regard; especially 

considering the fact that Aed Muimnech was slain in order to avenge the monastery and its saint. As 

some ruins of a medieval church are still present in Tigh Baoithín old graveyard, this could suggest 

that the church may have been rebuilt some time after it was plundered.418 This suggestion is made 

difficult by a lack of later entries referencing Tigh Baoithín. The plundering, revitalisation, and 

potential rebuilding of the church could offer one reason as to why a Life of Baoithín may have been 

produced, especially to be read as a lectionary for the saint’s feast day.  

 While these entries in the annals offer a clue as to the political and religious atmosphere of 

Tígh Baoithín in the 13th century, none of them mention the saint directly by name. I have 

introduced this chapter with a discussion of the hagiographical tradition of Baoithín of Iona, and 

tied him to Roscommon – but a Baoithín mac Cúanach is also associated with Tigh Baoithín. This 

Baoithín is not given a particularly extensive genealogy other than the brief entries which attach him 

to the Cenél nÉnna and to his mother, who was of the Dál Buachalla of co. Down.419 This 

connection to the Cenél nÉnna also made Baoithín mac Cúanach a member of the Cenél Conaill. 

An important note is that their territory, which as Pádraig Ó Riain notes, bordered the edge of 

Teach Baoithín parish, Tír Chonaill (refer to map above).420 ‘Cúanach’ also appears to be an epithet 

rather than the name of his father, as his genealogy reads ‘.i. eter cuanaib rucad é.’421  

 
417 Freeman, Annála Connacht, A.D. 1224-1544, 44–45. This closely agrees with the account in the Annals of Loch Cé. 
418 Beirne, The Diocese of Elphin: People, Places, and Pilgrimage, 246–47. 
419 Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 7, 175. 
420 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 89–90; Lacey, Cenél Conaill and the Donegal Kingdoms, 122. 
421 Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 7. 
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The entries referencing this Baoithín in the marytrologies mark his feast day on 19 February, 

rather than 9 June, and associate him with the Teach Baoithín in co. Westmeath (Taghboyne),422 

though the Martyrology of Donegal states that his church was in Airteach.423 The Martyrology of 

Tallaght refers to him as ‘the great monk,’ and does not identify him with Baoithín of Iona, although 

it notes that saints of the same name were celebrated on different dates. He also appears in the 

company of Colum Cille in BCC, wherein several quatrains are attributed to him.424 The first of these 

describes Colum Cille as fishing out of Loch Foyle, but another describes Baoithín mac Cúanach 

presence at the meeting of Druim Cett.425 His involvement with the meeting was later described by 

John Colgan in his account of the saint, in which he also tied him to the Cenél nÉnna.426 All of the 

above led Pádraig Ó Riain to indicate that Baoithín mac Cúanach and Baoithín mac Brénainn were 

the same saint, because both are connected to Tír Chonaill through geneaology. That both saints 

appear in Ó Domhnaill’s Life of Colum Cille may also indicate that the saints were ultimately the 

same, and at the very least, that there may have been local traditions regarding Baoithín mac 

Cúanach in Tír Chonaill. Baoithín’s genealogical connection to the Cenél nÉnna appears to also 

have been the reason for his local connection to Patrick, as he encounters Enda mac Néill in 

Airteach in Bethu Phádraig and requests his land, known as Tír Éndai Airtich, in order to found a 

church there.427  

This apparently became Tigh Baoithín, which is also described as being in Airteach in the 

 
422 Paul Walsh, The Placenames of Westmeath, vol. 1 (Dublin: Dollard, 1915), 44. 
423 Stokes, The Martyrology of Oengus the Culdee, 61; Whitley Stokes, Félire Húi Gormáin: The Martyology of Gorman, from a 
Manuscript in the Royal Library, Brussels, Henry Bradshaw Society (London: Harrison, 1895), 38–39; O’Donovan, Todd, and 
Reeves, The Martyrology of Donegal: A Calendar of the Saints of Ireland, 53–54; Best and Lawlor, The Martyrology of Tallaght: From 
the Book of Leinster and MS. 5100–4 in the Royal Library, Brussels, 74–75. 
424 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, 74–75, 140, 362–65, 442–45, 448. 
425 ibid., 74–75, 362–5. 
426 Colgan, Acta Sanctorum Veteris et Maioris Scotiæ Seu Hiberniæ, Sanctorum Insulæ, 369–70. 
427 Whitley Stokes, The Tripartite Life of Patrick: With Other Documents Relating to That Saint, vol. I (London: Eyre and 
Spottiswoode, 1887), 86–87, 158–59; After his foray into Airteach, Patrick also passes into Ciarraige and through 
Drummad, which is in Tigh Baoithín parish, see: Eoin Mac Neill, ‘The Vita Tripartita of St Patrick’, Ériu 11 (1932): 19. 
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annals, as seen above. According to Francis Beirne, “The settlement was originally known as Teach 

Baoithín Airtigh, or Tibohine Artagh, meaning the house of Baoithín of the territory of Airteach, 

and the saint is said to have been the son of the local chieftain, Cuanach. He was also grandson of 

Éanna of Airteach, who had offered ‘a ridge in every nine’ in his territory to St Patrick on which to 

build churches.”428  

As Patrick was responsible for the foundation of a number of churches in the diocese of 

Elphin, including the church in Elphin, and placed certain saints at those church foundations, that 

Baoithín would have also been connected to him in this way is unsurprising. In another part of Bethu 

Phádraig, Patrick falls into the Boyle River and curses the eastern half of the water as he is wont to 

do, but spares the western half and prophesies that Colum Cille will arrive there.429 This became the 

Columban ecclesiastical site in Boyle known as Eas Mac nEirc (or Eas Uí Fhloinn/Assylin).430 

Another account of Patrick’s prophecy of Colum Cille’s foundation of his church at this site is 

preserved in BCC. As Elizabeth FitzPatrick noted, its topographical description of the church which 

reflects Colum Cille’s disciple Da Chonna mac Eirc in its placename corresponded with 

O’Donovan’s description of the ruined church over a waterfall.431 This, along with the earlier 

mentioned abbey, Inis Mac nÉirín, which was also said to be founded on the site of a Columban 

monastery, would indicate at least two sites associated with Colum Cille in north Roscommon.432 

Colum Cille and Da Chonna were two of the patron saints of Boyle parish, suggesting that Colum 

Cille could have been of more significance in this area. The Baoithín of Tigh Baoithín, therefore, 

may have had associations with both Patrick and Colum Cille, especially considering his presence in 

 
428 Beirne, The Diocese of Elphin: People, Places, and Pilgrimage, 246; See also: Patrick Timon, ‘Tibohine’, Roscommon 
Archaeological and Historical Society Journal 1 (1986), https://www.timon.ie/2017/gaelic/history-of-tibohine/. 
429 Stokes, The Tripartite Life of Patrick: With Other Documents Relating to That Saint, 1887, I:142–45. 
430 J.J. Kelly, ‘The Antiquities of Boyle .IV. St Patrick in Moylurg (Continued)’, The Irish Monthly 8, no. 80 (1880): 103; 
Elizabeth FitzPatrick, ‘The Inauguration of Tairdelbach Ó Conchobair at Áth an Termoinn’, Peritia 12 (1998): 353. 
431 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, 14, 16, 156; FitzPatrick, ‘The Inauguration of 
Tairdelbach Ó Conchobair at Áth an Termoinn’, 353. 
432 Beirne, The Diocese of Elphin: People, Places, and Pilgrimage, 29–30. 
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BCC, though a later source. It is nonetheless certain that there was a Saint Baoithín associated with 

Tigh Baoithín by the 13th century. Associations with both patron saints could also have caused 

confusion, and in the words of Canice Mooney: 

There were several saints prominent in the region during the first few centuries after the introduction 
of Christianity. In the case of some of them one account implies that they were contemporaries of 
Patrick who lived in the middle of the fifth century, another account implies that they lived in the 
second half of the sixth century as they are brought into contact with St Colmcille (died, 597) and his 
contemporaries. One solution of such cases that suggests itself is that in reality it is a question of two 
different persons whose acta (deeds) have been confused. Another is either that the advocates of 
Patrician claims push back the floruit (lifespan) of certain popular local saints in order to represent 
them as dependent on Patrick for their reception and baptism, ordination, consecration, or the veil of 
virginity; or else that the partisans of Columcille bring forward their floruit in order to claim their 
churches as part of the paruchia (sphere of influence) of Colmcille. A third solution, which definitely 
explains several of the cases, is that the accounts on which we depend were written too long after the 
events to be of any historical value.433 
 

It is entirely possible that Baoithín mac Cúanach and Baoithín mac Brénainn could have at one point 

been confused or equated with each other (especially considering their shared name) in order to 

further the claims of the church at Tigh Baoithín, or even as a reflection of a purposeful attempt to 

assert Baoithín’s identity as the dalta of Colum Cille.  

Returning to the two manuscripts containing Codex Insulensis and the evidence that they were 

compiled at Saints’ Island and Abbeyderg, co. Longford as presented in the previous section of this 

chapter, it has been demonstrated that the roads between Roscommon and Longford were well-

travelled by members of the monastic communities and the laity. The roads between the (modern) 

counties connected major secular and monastic settlements, most notably, the Slighe Assail, one of 

the major roads to Tara. As Linda Doran noted, “In both Longford and Roscommon, minor roads 

radiate from the Slighe Assail. In Roscommon a number of these converge on important Christian 

and later ecclesiastical centres: Mocmoyne (just east of Boyle), Cloonshaville, Tibohine, and Elphin, 

which was the diocesan centre for east Connacht for the greater part of the medieval period.”434 This 

 
433 ibid., 27–28. 
434 Linda Doran, ‘Medieval Communication Routes through Longford and Roscommon and Their Associated 
Settlements’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature 104C, no. 3 (2004): 73. 
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would indicate that Tigh Baoithín and other major churches nearby were well connected, which 

could have allowed for the transferral of manuscripts and other materials. As I suggested above, the 

plundering of Tigh Baoithín by Aedh Muimneach mac Ruairí could have resulted in the rebuilding 

of Baoithín’s church. A Life of the saint could have been composed in the mid-13th century, which 

would correspond to Richard Sharpe’s suggestion that the Lives in VSH which are not part of the 

O’Donohue group or have otherwise not been dated to the early medieval period, were produced 

from the 12th to 14th centuries. Another suggestion could be that a Life of Baoithín of Iona was 

collected in order to reassert the status of the church at Tigh Baoithín in an attempt to purposely 

equate the two saints, which could account for the lack of placenames and focus on Iona. As I will 

show in the following section of this chapter, the author of VSB must have had a copy of VSC at 

his disposal, in consideration of the degree to which Baoithín’s potrayal corresponds with his 

presence in Adomnán’s Life.  

If the Life of Baoithín was in fact written in Roscommon, VSC was circulating in the 

northwest of Ireland by the time CC was compiled, as discussed in Chapter 1 of this thesis. That a 

Life of Colum Cille is preserved in CI and CS could also account for the level of agreement in the 

depiction of Baoithín in his Life in comparison with VSC. Although all three manuscripts 

containing VSH may have been compiled from a lost exemplar in the northwest of Ireland from a 

which could have aided significantly the transmission of a Life from Roscommon, that both copies 

of Codex Insulensis likely originated from co. Longford would place their places of compilation in the 

closest proximity to Tigh Baoithín.  

While I have pointed out that Tigh Baoithín was along the important network of roads 

between Roscommon and Longford in the medieval period, water networks in medieval Ireland 

were often faster and more sufficient modes of transportation. In the words of Linda Doran: 
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The River Boyle, the principal tributary in the upper reaches of the Shannon, flows out of Lough 
Gara and through Lough Key, a shallow lake with many substantial wooded islands. Some of these 
islands have important archaeological remains: the monastery of Trinity Island, for example, and the 
remains of the Mac Diarmata stronghold at Carraig Mac Diarmata.435 

 
On this, she continued:  
 

Island monasteries such as Trinity Island are a significant feature of settlement in these two counties. 
They would have played an influential role in the development of a communications network. The 
interrelation between these religious houses and the surrounding social and physical landscape is a 
vital and under-researched topic. The island monasteries of Lough Ree in the south and Lough Key in 
the north must have dominated these waterways in medieval times. Many were important economic 
and pilgrimage centres; placed on sailing routeways, they had ready access to the large areas around 
the lakes.436  

 
The contention over the body of the erenagh of Tigh Baoithín in 1229, discussed above, provides 

some evidence of a connection between Baoithín’s church and the monasteries of Loch Cé. The 

completion of the Annals of Boyle in Holy Trinity also indicates that textual material was being 

shared amongst monasteries of different orders in the Loch Cé area. The Lung River would have 

provided Tigh Baoithín with a nearly direct water passageway to Loch Cé northwards, passing 

through Loch Uí Ghadhra (Lough Gara), and east through the Boyle River. Continuing southwards 

from Loch Cé through the River Shannon would be a direct passage to Loch Rí. Tigh Baoithín was 

therefore connected through both water and roadway networks to major monasteries and 

surrounding churches. If a Life of Baoithín were collected or composed at his church or at another 

monastery nearby, these networks could offer some suggestion at least to how it may have been 

included in the compilation of Codex Insulensis in co. Longford. 

 
2.3.3 Vita Sancti Baithini 

 
As an example of hagiography, VSB is a short Life consisting of 14 chapters of little more 

than a paragraph each. Its subject matter presumes that the reader knows that Baoithín has 

 
435 Doran, 61–63. See also – her comprehensive map of medieval communication routes in Roscommon and Longford, 
page 59. 
436 ibid., 61–63. 
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succeeded Colum Cille in the abbacy of Iona, as the narrative mainly focuses on his activites as 

abbot, and seven of the chapters contain references to Colum Cille. VSC closes with Baoithín’s rise 

to the abbacy in the wake of Colum Cille’s death as he finishes the psalter begun by his tutor. In the 

context of this later manuscript, and as the two saints shared a feast day of 9 June, VSB may have 

been intended to be read as a continuation of the Life of Colum Cille as it follows that text in all 

three manuscripts. 

The opening chapter of the Life refers back to Baoithín’s role as alumnus in VSC:  

Reverendus pater abbas Baithinus437 ab infantia sua in verbo Dei et disciplina ab abbate preclarissimo 
Columba diligenter instructus est et sicut etate corporis crescebat, ita robustiora et perfectiora opera 
fideliter excercebat.438 
 
The reverend father Abbot Baoithín was diligently instructed from his infancy in the word 
and discipline of God by the most illustrious abbot Columba, and just as he grew in the 
age of his body, thus he faithfully carried out more perfect and unyielding acts. 
 

This demonstrates an understanding that Baoithín was raised by and taught by Colum Cille, 

which is reminiscent of the discussion earlier in this chapter as to his identity as the saint’s foster-

son. While Baoithin’s piety is legitimised by his association with Colum Cille in the opening of this 

Life, his ascetic nature is also owed to the influence of his spiritual teacher.  

  Baoithín’s prophetic ability is also shown in chapter 6 in an occurrence while Colum Cille is 

still living: 

Item, quodem alio tempore, sanctus Columba misit illum ad quandam familiam ab eo 
excommunicadum, que in loco qui dicitur Druym Cuill habitabat. Cum autem ille arbore glandinosa 
illa nocte ieiunans maneret, circa se sedentibus dixit: «Nolo hac vice hanc familiam excommunicare 
donec sciam an ad penitentiam convertatur an non. Iudicium vero vindicte, quod per nos super 
effunderetur, in hanc arbore ante finem anni veniet.»  Quam sententiam Deus omnipotens executioni 
sic mandauit. Post enim paucos dies ignis de celo cadens cum impetus validissimo venti, a summon 
usque ad radices eam exurens decorticavit, et cadens in terram ilico aruit, sicut homo Dei dixit.439 
 
Moreover, at another time, Saint Columba sent that saint to a certain family which was to be 

 
437 Of some note is the spelling of Baoithín’s name in the Life – where Adomnán uses ‘Baitheneus’ for Baithéne, he is 
referred to as ‘Baithinus’ in both VSB and in the Lives of Columba in VSH. Compared with the spelling of Baoithín in 
the entries in the Annals discussed in the previous section of this chapter, ‘Baithin’ appears to have been the most 
common roughly contemporaneous spelling of the name in Irish. ‘Baithinus’ could then either reflect a local variant 
spelling or later change in Irish pronunciation. 
438 Translations my own. Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 379. 
439 ibid., 380. 
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excommunicated by him who lived in the place which is called Druim Cuill. But when that abbot 
stayed under an oak tree at night fasting; he said to those sitting around him: “I do not wish to 
excommunicate this family until I know whether or not it can be converted to penance. Therefore, let 
the vengeance of judgement that would be brought by us over them come on this tree before the end 
of the year.” That judgement all powerful God commanded to be carried out. For after a few days fire 
came falling from heaven with powerful wind. It stripped the tree, burning greatly all the way to its 
roots and it dried up immediately, falling on the earth just as the man of God said. 
 

In Book I.2 and I.19 of VSC as discussed earlier in this chapter, Baoithín is illustrated as being able 

to interpret Colum Cille’s prophecies. In this chapter of his own Life, Baoithín is shown to directly 

contradict his master’s direction to excommunicate the family, instead saying that the judgement of 

the church should be brought upon the tree instead. God commands this to happen, and the 

potency of the threat of excommunication is demonstrated in that the tree is completely burned. 

Baoithín’s desire to wait until he knows if the family will be penitant is reminiscient of Book I.22 of 

VSC, in which he insists to Colum Cille that “the wretch’s penitance should be accepted.”440 In both 

instances, Baoithín contradicts what Colum Cille has commanded. The inclusion of this narrative 

could indicate some familiarity with Baoithín’s role in VSC, but more importantly serves to 

demonstrate Baoithín’s own connection with God through his redirection of the threat of 

excommunication to the tree, though the text does not provide the reason as to why their removal 

from the church would be imminent. 

The placename ‘Druym Cuill’ is also of note – Hogan suggested that it was “in Iona or near 

it,” however, I have not been able to locate this placename on Iona or elsewhere in the Hebrides.441 

Between the possible interpretations as either ‘druim coill’ (hazel ridge) or ‘druim cille’ (church 

ridge), an extremely cautious suggestion is that this could refer to a location in Ireland. In chapter 8 

of the Life, one of Baoithín’s followers who was ‘destined’ to the ‘churches of Ireland’ with him is 

possessed by a demon. This could imply that Baoithín returned to Ireland from Iona, and may have 

 
440 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 254–55. 
441 Sofia Evemalm-Graham of Iona’s Namescape also confirmed that she was unaware of this placename being on Iona 
(thank you!); Hogan, Onomasticon Goedelicum: Locorum et Tribuum Hiberniae et Scotiae, 361. 
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had some association with other churches, but a lack of additional detail makes this also only a 

suggestion.442 If this is in fact a reference to a placename local to where the Life was written, a 

possibility might be the Droim Cille (Drumkilla), co. Leitrim (see map below),443 if Druym Cuill is 

understood as ‘church ridge.’ Without additional evidence or further description of the place in 

question within the text, this would be impossible to prove, however, and the name, if it was indeed 

on Iona, could simply have been lost. 

 As Baoithín is described as the abbot of Mag Luinge by Adomnán, it is also unsurprising that 

some reference to this role would be included in Baoithín’s own Life. However this is only referred 

to in chapter 9:  

Alium quoque fratrem demonio vexatum, in monasterio quod Campus Navis, id est Mag Lunga, 
vocatur, quodque per sanctum Columbam in terra Heth fundatem est, sanitati restuit, secundum hunc 
modum, ad diabolum dicens: «Tu Nosti, diabole, quod, sicut nuncquam amicitiam ego et tu 
coniunximus, ita nuncquam erimus amici invicem. Propterea ergo impero tibi in nomine Iesu ut a 
finibus meis elisus recedas.» Sique, illo iubente, demon fugit et frater a demonio sanctus est.444 
 
And [Baoithín] restored another brother vexed by a demon to health in the monastery which is 
called the plain of the ship (Campus Navis) that is Mag Lunga, and which was founded by holy 
Columba on Tiree, saying to the demon in this manner: “You know, demon, that you and I never 
united in friendship, thus we will never be friends in turn. Therefore I command you in the name 
of Jesus, that you, driven out, should be expelled from my borders.” And thus, with that ordered 
by him, the demon fled and the brother was cured from the demon. 

 
This passage seems to be directly related to the narrative recounted in Book III.8 of VSC, discussed 

earlier, which describes Colum Cille’s battle with a number of demons.445 After he defeats them, he 

prophecies that they will arrive on Tiree and bring pestilence to Baoithín and his monks there. 

However, though originally prophesying that ‘many’ would die, Colum Cille then is informed by the 

Holy Spirit that only one brother of the monastery has perished. In VSC, the monastery is saved 

through prayer and fasting led by Baoithín. This chapter might be read in two ways: firstly, as a 

version of the story in which the brother who perished in VSC has been saved by Baoithín’s direct 

 
442 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 381. 
443 Drumkilla - https://www.logainm.ie/en/30055 
444 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 381. 
445 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 480–81. 
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intercession; or secondly, as a description of the manner in which he ensured that only one brother 

died as a result of the demons’ attack. Contention with demons is certainly not unique to Baoithín’s 

Life, however this account serves as an example of his capacity to perform miracles.446 

 Much of Baoithín’s identity as abbot of Iona is defined by his emulation of Colum Cille. In 

chapter 11 of his Life, a certain St Fintan remarks that no one could compare to Baoithín’s wisdom 

and knowledge of scripture. He is asked by a ‘bystander’ whether the saint could be wiser than his 

tutor, Colum Cille – nutritius illius. Here the relationship between nutritor and alumnus is again 

emphasised in a reflection of the aite and dalte relationship mentioned in the opening section of this 

chapter.447 Fintan explains that he did not intend for Baoithín to be compared to Colum Cille, for it 

is not possible for anyone to be as wise as him; rather that he intended to place Baoithín above every 

other wise man.448 From this one might understand that despite Baoithín’s education and training as 

Colum Cille’s alumnus, he still cannot compare to him entirely. 

 This is an interesting passage in the light of chapter 13: 

Hiis quoque adiciendum est testimonium ipsius sancti Columbi de eo. Dicebat enim quod Baithinus 
alumpnus suus, ac Iohannes evvangelista, alumpnus Christi in innocentia sincerissima et in simplicitate 
prudentissima atque in disciplina rigoris perfectorum operum non dissimiles fuerunt, sed tamen 
magno intervallo nutritores eorum in moribus dissimiles fuere.449 
 
The testimony of Saint Columba himself concerning him must be added to these things. 
For he said that his disciple Baoithín and John the Evangelist, disciple of Christ, were not 
dissimilar in innocent sincerity and in most wise simplicity and in rigorous discipline of 
perfect works, even though their teachers were greatly dissimilar in their customs. 
 

The modeling of a saint on the image of John the Evangelist is not uncommon within 

hagiographical tradition, but this comparison in VSB is of note.450 It has been demonstrated that 

Adomnán juxtaposes Colum Cille with John the Evangelist in several passages of VSC, and an Old 

 
446 Bray, A List of Motifs in the Lives of the Early Irish Saints, 124. 
447 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 467. 
448 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 381–82. 
449 ibid., 382. 
450 Exequiel Monge Allen, ‘Metamorphosis of Eoin Bruinne: Constructing John the Apostle in Medieval Ireland’, Etudes 
Celtiques 43 (2017): 218. 
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Irish poem comparing the two is preserved in Rawlinson B 502.451 In the medieval Irish tradition, 

John the Evangelist is also consistently referred to as the ‘foster-son’ [dalta] of Christ. Exequiel 

Monge Allen describes their relationship as: 

It bears witness to the way in which intimacy was imagined by early Irish ascetics: John, the 
beloved disciple of Christ, becomes His “boy”, his “son”, and their relationship establishes a 
sacred precedent, a scriptural mirror and a means of justification for one of the most relevant 
bonds of intimacy that existed in Irish monasticism: that of spiritual fosterage.”452 
 

The comparison Colum Cille is said to have made between Baoithín and John the Evangelist is a 

purposeful one on the part of the hagiographer to assert that the relationship between the two 

monks was the same relationship of fosterage held by Christ and his disciple. This comparison is 

even more important in considering that: 

John underwent an important metamorphosis in Medieval Irish writing. In order to express the utter 
and complete intimacy that distinguished John even within the intimate group of Jesus’ apostles. Irish 
tradition chose to turn him into Christ’s foster-son. There are several examples in which this 
relationship has been employed to describe the mutual love of saints: Patrick and Bennén, Erc and 
Brennán, Colum Cille and Baithín.453 
 

 However, the last line of this chapter is peculiar – if both Baoithín and John were taught by their 

spiritual fathers within the intimate relationship of fosterage, then how should one interpret that 

“their teachers were greatly dissimilar in their customs”?  

John the Evangelist is assigned the epithet Eoin Bruinne in early medieval Irish tradition, as 

John is presented as receiving his wisdom through resting his head on Christ’s breast as the ‘seat’ of 

divine wisdom. Monge Allen remarks that his knowledge is absorbed in this way, but a later 

reference to John the Evangelist in Betha Berach seems to convey the idea that the wisdom is drunk 

 
451 Susan Cremin, ‘St John and the Bosom of the Lord in Patristic and Insular Tradition’, in The Beauty of God’s Presence in 
the Fathers of the Church The Proceedings of the Eighth International Patristic Conference, Maynooth, 2012, ed. Janet Elaine 
Rutherford (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2014), 183; Kuno Meyer, ‘Neue Mitteilungen Aus Irischen Handschriften: 
Cainnech’s Hymnus Auf Colum Cille’, Archiv Für Celtische Lexikographie 3 (1907): 217–19; Text and translation of the 
poem available in: Monge Allen, ‘Metamorphosis of Eoin Bruinne: Constructing John the Apostle in Medieval Ireland’, 
213. 
452 Monge Allen, ‘Metamorphosis of Eoin Bruinne: Constructing John the Apostle in Medieval Ireland’, 218. 
453 ibid., 219. 
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from Christ’s breast.454 It is unclear as to whether this and the references within other medieval Irish 

sources should be interpreted to be representations of the motif of ‘breastfeeding’ male saints which 

occurs in hagiography and patristic texts.455 It is suggested by Monge Allen that “John’s proximity to 

Jesus’ breast and heart is enough to justify the transmission of spiritual wisdom,” which is 

conjectured by the understanding that John merely leaned upon the breast of Christ. 

The introductory line of this chapter is also important – it is the testimony of Colum Cille 

himself that must be included in the Life in order to legitimise Baoithín’s acts, prophecies, and 

miracles. This section of the text is therefore an intentional utilisation of the illustrious saint to 

reflect an already established tradition that the close relationship between the two saints was equated 

to that between John the Evangelist and Christ. In Irish tradition, as John was the dalta of Christ, 

Baoithín, as shown in this chapter, was the dalta (alumnus) of Colum Cille, who was reliant on his 

teaching to become a saint in his own right. 

The final chapter of VSB could lend more credence to the suggestion that this Life may 

have been intended to be recited on Baoithín's and Colum Cille’s feast day of 9 June. 

Tercia feria, dum sanctus Baithinus in ecclesia iuxta altare Dominum oraret, sopor pene mortis super 
eum illic cecidit. Cum autem fratres circa eum lamentarentur, Dermicius, minister Columbe, ait: Ecce, 
fratres, videtis quod inter duas sollempnitates seniorum nostrorum magnum intervallum non erit. Hec 
eo dicente, Baithinus quasi de gravi sompo excitatus ait: Si inveni gratiam in oculis Dei et si cursum 
perfectum in conspectu eius consumaverim esque hodie, ego confido in eo quod usque ad natale 
senioris mei non obiturus ero. Quod sic post fere sex dies factum est. Intolerabilium vero dolorum 
ardor ab opera scribendi et orandi ac docendi non impediebat eum, usque in horam qua dormiens 
patribus suis additus est. Hec pauca de vita sancti Baithini.456  

 
On Tuesday (the third day), as Saint Baoithín was in the church next to the altar so he might pray 
to God, the sleep of almost death fell over him there. When the other brothers were lamenting 
around him, Dermait,457 minister of Columba said: “Behold, brothers, see that there will not be a 
great interval between the two feast days of our masters.” While he was saying this, Baoithín woke 

 
454 Charles Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, vol. I (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1922), 23; Charles 
Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, vol. II (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1922), 22. 
455 Cremin, ‘St John and the Bosom of the Lord in Patristic and Insular Tradition’. 
456 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 382. 
457 The spelling of Diarmait’s name in VSC is Diormitius, likely from the Old Irish spelling ‘Díarmait,’ where ‘Dermait’ 
is frequently Latinised Dermitius. The spelling Dermicius is present both in VSB and in the Life of Columba in VSH, 
and reflects the common shift from -ti to -ci in Hiberno-Latin. P. A. Breatnach, ‘The Pronunciation of Latin in Medieval 
Ireland’, in Scire Litteras: Forschungen Zum Mittelalterlichen Geistesleben, ed. S. Krämer and M. Bernhard (Munich: Bayer Akad 
der Wissensch, 1988), 70. 



 127 

up as if from a heavy sleep and said: “If I have found grace in the eyes of God and if I may have 
served a perfect course in his watch to this day, I trust in him that I will not be dead until the 
feast-day of my master.” Thus, that happened after about six days. In truth the fire of intolerable 
pain did not impede him from the work of writing, praying, and teaching until the hour in which 
he slept and was joined to his fathers. These few things from the Life of Saint Baoithín. 
 

Colum Cille’s faithful servant Diarmait is present in this chapter and remarks that the two 

saints’ feast-days will not be greatly separated. As discussed earlier, it is established in VSC that both 

saints were commemorated on the same day, as Adomnán worries that he will not arrive back to 

Iona in time for the celebrations.458 Baoithín senses that his own death is near, but expresses the 

hope that he will not die until the feast day of Colum Cille. He spends the days before this occurs in 

writing and teaching. Perhaps the implication here is that he, like his spiritual father, returned to the 

scriptorium to copy a final psalter. This chapter could also suggest that the author of the Life 

borrowed from VSC, as Diarmait sits by Colum Cille’s side in his final moments before death, 

holding the saint’s hand up to bless the monks before he passes away.459 His inclusion in this 

description of Baoithín’s death indicates that the close relationship between Colum Cille and 

Diarmait may have also passed on to Baoithín. 

Dependence on VSC may also be evidenced by the narrative preserved in chapter 4, in 

which an individual named Fedgenus, ‘brother of Virgnovus,’ is described as returning to Britain to 

visit his kin, bringing Baoithín’s cloak with him. The cloak defends Fedgenus when entering Britain 

and he is able to use it to drive a demon away from a possessed man whom he encounters during his 

journey in Britain.460 It parallels the similar account in Book II.24 of VSC in which Findluganus is 

protected against attack while wearing Colum Cille’s cloak.461 Máire Herbert identified “Fedgenus” 

as the third successor of Iona, Fergna, and used this chapter ofVSB as evidence that Fergna was 

 
458 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 453–59. 
459 ibid., 528–31. 
460 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 380. 
461 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 378–82. 
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British by birth, rather than a true member of the Cenél Conaill as claimed in his genealogy.462 

As discussed in section 2.3.1 of this chapter, Sharpe and Plummer suggested that the 

presence of ‘abbreviated forms’ of Lives of Irish saints in VSH could indicate that they were 

produced for the purposes of a lectionary, perhaps to be read on the saints’ feast day. The presence 

of material from the so-called ‘Northern Lectionary’ in CS could confirm that Lives intended for 

this purpose were collected in the production of VSH. The emphasis on Baoithín’s death as 

occurring on the same day as Colum Cille’s could suggest that this Life had been compiled to be 

read as part of a lectionary on the feast day of the two saints. If the Life was originally written at the 

church of Tigh Baoithín or elsewhere in Roscommon or Longford in a house of a continental order, 

it could reflect a local cult to this saint. As I also discussed in section 2.3.1., the Augustinians in 

particular were interested in producing Lives for local saints – and as Tigh Baoithín was well 

connected both by road and water networks to several monasteries in north Roscommon, that it 

could have been written or compiled in the area could certainly be possible, although the lack of 

placenames and otherwise identifying elements in the text makes this hypothesis difficult. However, 

in considering that the Life is present in both manuscripts of Codex Insulensis, both of which were 

most likely produced in the Augustinian priories of Saints’ Island and Abbeyderg; the network of 

monasteries in north Roscommon and Longford nearby Loch Cé and Loch Rí could have 

significantly aided the transmission of Baoithín’s Life if it had indeed been produced somewhere in 

Roscommon.  

The reliance on VSC to compose VSB could also reflect some influence of existing 

traditions regarding Colum Cille and this saint. As discussed earlier, Baoithín mac Cúanach, most 

likely had associations with both Patrick and Colum Cille. He is not referred to by name in the early 

Patrician tradition, however, nor is he mentioned as having been connected to either saint in the 

 
462 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 336. 
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early references to the church. A lack of sources on Baoithín mac Cúanach could be one reason as 

to why the hagiographer of VSB may have re-identified the Baoithín of Tigh Baoithín with the saint 

who was closely connected with Colum Cille. The lack of any reference to Saint Patrick in the text 

could be some evidence of this suggestion, especially as the Latin Life of St Berach, another 

Roscommon saint whose Life is preserved in VSH, associates him with Patrick, which would 

indicate some interest in asserting Patrician connections.463   

If this Life was written somewhere near to Tigh Baoithín, if not at the church itself, the 

hagiographer may have identified this Baoithín with the Baoithín of Iona due to his close 

relationship and companionship with Colum Cille as emphasised within the text. Even if the Life 

functioned as a lectionary, its author must have had some access to VSC. This is especially 

considering the close agreement between narratives relating the acts of Baoithín, some of which 

seem to suggest that they should be read as continuations of Adomnán’s account of the saint.464 

Their close relationship and Colum Cille’s testimony equally serve to legitimise his successor’s own 

agency as saint. His testimony could have even served to legitimise the presence of a cult to Baoithín 

in Roscommon, as well as the possibility of a conscious interest on the part of the hagiographer in 

asserting Baoithín’s connection to Colum Cille. This could also have influenced some interest in 

translating the Life, or a partial portion of the Life into Irish, as will be discussed in the next section 

of this chapter.  

 2.3.4 Beathadh Baoithín 

 
 A fragment of Vita Sancti Baithini translated into Irish survives in five manuscripts: Liber 

Flavus Fergusiorum (RIA MS 23 0 48b) f. 33vb, Oxford MS Rawlinson B 512 f. 142rb, the 1467 

 
463 Plummer, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, Partim Hactenus Ineditae, 1910, 1:75. In his Irish Life, Berach is also connected with 
Colum Cille. 
464 It should be noted that none of the chapters in the Life of Baoithin in VSH are also found in the Life of Columba 
preserved in these manuscripts. 
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Manuscript (NLS Advocates’ MS 72.1.1.1) f. 8r, the Book of Lismore (Cork, University College) f. 87v, 

and Brussels KBR MS 2324-40 f. 112r. With the exception of the Brussels manuscript, which was 

copied by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh in the 17th century, all four date to the 15th and 16th centuries. As the 

Book of Lismore was compiled in Cork around 1480, it is the latest witness of the 15th century 

manuscripts.465 This Irish fragment of the Life of Baoithín was probably included among the 

hagiographical materials to which its scribes had access. Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, who titled his copy of 

the text “Bladh do Bheathaidh Baoithin,” remarks that he copied the Life from the Book of Lismore in 

June 1629 while visiting the Franciscan convent of Timoleague.466  

The transmission of the text between these two manuscripts therefore is established and 

further evidenced by degree of agreement between Ó Cléirigh’s copy and that preserved in the Book 

of Lismore. Some of the other manuscripts may provide a clearer picture as to the transmission and 

circulation of the text in the northwest of Ireland and its translation from Latin into Irish. Following 

Ó Cléirigh, I refer to the text as “Beathadh Baoithín”, as mentioned in the Introduction to this thesis. 

While it has previously been referred to as a story about Colum Cille and Baoithín, and Ó Cléirigh 

only referred to it as part of a Life, the title he gave the text is useful considering that it is a partial 

translation of VSB. 

Liber Flavus Fergusiorum (RIA MS 23 O 48ab) is now collated into two manuscripts, was 

copied by multiple scribes,467 and contains colophons referring to the dates of 1437 and 1440. These 

could suggest its compilation within the first half of the 15th century, though it is unclear as to 

 
465 Brian Ó Cuív, ‘Observations on the Book of Lismore’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, 
Literature 83C (1983): 269–92. 
466 Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain, 62; Ó Cuív, ‘Observations on the Book of 
Lismore’, 271. 
467 See especially: Caoimhín Breatnach, ‘Manuscript Abbreviations and Other Scribal Features in the “Liber Flavus 
Fergusiorum”’, Ériu 61 (2011): 95–163. 
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whether those entries are contemporary.468 The manuscript mostly made up of religious and 

hagiographical material, and all references which could indicate the location of its provenance place 

it in Roscommon. A colophon on f. 23rb (vol 1) reads: Seaan ó Concubair do cuir na becan sa a 

nGaedhilg ⁊ Donnchadh Ó Maelconuiri do sgribh a Lis Aedhain a Ciarraigi Airdi a tigh Ruaighrighi 

Uí Uiginn le deifir moir ⁊ ailim trocuire o Críst: (Sean Ua Conchobair put these small matters into 

Gaelic, and Donnchad ua Maelchonaire wrote them at Lios Aedain in Ciarraighe Airde, in the house 

of Ruaidri ua hUiginn, in great haste: and I implore mercy of Christ).469 Gwynn identified these 

individuals as being Sean mac Mathgamhna Uí Chonchohair who died in 1391, and Donnchadh Bán 

Ua Maol Chonaire, ollamh to the Síol Muireadhaigh, who died in 1404, according to AFM.470  

As both of these deaths occurred far before the years written in the manuscript, it is more 

likely that this colophon was in the source from which the scribe copied.471  He also noted that 

‘Ciarraighe Airde’ was a misspelling of ‘Ciarraige Airtech,’472 the territory which comprises the parish 

of Tigh Baoithín, and identified ‘Lis Aedhain’ as the townland Lissian, just south of Tigh Baoithín 

(see map below).473 Two things could be suggested from this colophon: firstly, that some of the 

material Sean Ua Conchobair is said to have ‘put into Gaelic’ could have originally been in Latin. 

Secondly, that some of that material may originally been copied by Donnchadh Bán Ua Maol 

Chonaire somewhat nearby to the church at Tigh Baoithín. How much material in Liber Flavus 

 
468 Máire Herbert, ‘Medieval Collections of Ecclesiastical and Devotional Materials: Leabhar Breac, Liber Flavus 
Fergusiorum, and the Book of Fenagh’, in Treasures of the Royal Irish Academy Library, ed. Bernadette Cunningham and 
Siobhán Fitzpatrick (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2009), 36. 
469 Edward Gwynn, ‘The Manuscript Known as the Liber Flavus Fergusiorum’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy: 
Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature 26 (1907 1906): 15; ‘MS 23 O 48 (b) (Liber Flavus Fergusiorum: Part II)’ (n.d), 
https://www.isos.dias.ie/RIA/RIA_MS_23_O_48_b.html. 
470 O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the 
Year 1616, vol. 4, 720, 780. 
471 O’Donovan, 720, 780; Gwynn, ‘The Manuscript Known as the Liber Flavus Fergusiorum’, 2. 
472 See: Nollaig Ó Muraíle, ‘Some Early Connacht Population Groups’, in Seanchas: Studies in Early and Medieval Irish 
Archaeology, History, and Litrature in Honour of Francis J Byrne, ed. Alfred P. Smyth (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000), 161–
77. 
473 Gwynn, ‘The Manuscript Known as the Liber Flavus Fergusiorum’, 15. 
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Fergiusorum may have been originally the work of this Uí Mhaoilchonaire scribe is a question that is 

probably impossible to answer.  

Another aspect of the manuscript relevant to this discussion is that some of the texts 

preserved in Liber Flavus Fergusiorum were translated from Latin into Irish. As Máire Herbert has 

shown, Latin exemplars of some of the ecclesiastical works are preserved in TCD MS 667 which 

also dates to the 15th century.474 While the note on Sean Ua Conchobhair discussed above indicates 

that at least one scribe of the manuscript was translating into Irish from Latin, another colophon 

gives more direct evidence of translation. Uighisdín Mag Raidhin is mentioned in the colophon 

following Beatha Eoin Bruinne on f. 32va (a), a translation of the Life of John the Evangelist from 

Latin. As briefly discussed in section 2.3.1 of this chapter, Mag Raidhin was the prior of Saints’ 

Island, co. Longford from the late 14th to the early 15th century. The colophon reads: 

Et is e Uidhisdín Mag Raighin cananach o Oilen na Naemh do tharruing o Laidin go Gaeghilg an 
beatha sa Eóin Bruinne ⁊ tabradh gach neach leighfeas hi beannacht for a anmain in cananaidh 
sin475 
 
And it was Aughuistín Magraidhin, canon of Saints’ Island, who translated this Life of Eoin Bruinni 
[‘John of the breast,’ i.e. the Evangelist] from Latin into Irish, and let everyone who reads it give a 
blessing on the soul of the said canon.476 
 

This confirms the translation of examples of Latin hagiography into Irish in this manuscript. 

Returning to the discussion of the provenance of the manuscripts of Codex Insulensis, Francis Byrne 

also argued that Rawlinson B 505 was compiled by Mag Raidhin, which Sharpe concluded would 

place its compilation at the end of the 14th century, well within Mag Raidhin’s lifetime.477 However, 

 
474 Herbert, Máire, ‘Medieval Collections of Ecclesiastical and Devotional Materials: Leabhar Breac, Liber Flavus 
Fergusiorum, and the Book of Fenagh’, in Treasures of the Royal Irish Academy Library, ed. Bernadette Cunningham and 
Fitzpatrick, Siobhán (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2009), 36. 
475 RIA MS 23 O 48 (a), f. 32va  
476 Herbert, Máire, ‘Medieval Collections of Ecclesiastical and Devotional Materials: Leabhar Breac, Liber Flavus 
Fergusiorum, and the Book of Fenagh’, 38. 
477 F.J. Byrne, 1000 Years of Irish Script: An Exhibition of Manuscripts at the Bodleian Library, Oxford (Oxford: Bodleian 
Library, 1979), 19–20; Sharpe, Richard, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1991), 264. 
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he also argued that the scribe may have borrowed the manuscript, taking it to Saints’ Island, and 

‘forgetting’ to return it before he died in 1405. The date of his death would have made him a 

contemporary of the two other scribes mentioned in the colophon on f. 23rb.  Bearing in mind the 

two mid-15th century dates mentioned in Liber Flavus Fergusiorum, Mag Raidhin’s translation of the 

Life of John the Evangelist could have been incorporated into the manuscript well before work on it 

was completed, if this colophon was not similarly present in the compiler’s source material. His own  

interest in the writing of saints’ Lives is also recorded in his obituary in the Annals of Saints’ 

Island:478 

Uighistin Magraidhin, canonach do chanonachaibh Oiléan na Naemh, suígh gen rasabhra i nd-eagna dhiadha & 
domhanta etir léghend & shenchas & eladhnaibh imdha ele archeana, & ollamh daeirlabhra iarthair Eorpa, fear 
tecair in liubhair-sea & liubhar imdha ele etir beathaidh naemh & shenchas, do eg in cedain fria Samhain isan 
sesedh bliadhain coacat .i. in liu. anno a aeise for sesedh ésga .Trócari in tslainícedha Isu Crist do thaidhecht fora 
anmain.479  
 
Augustine Magraidhin, one of the canons of Oileán na Naomh, an undisputed master of sacred 
and secular wisdom, including Latin learning, history, and many other sciences, ollamh of 
eloquence for Western Europe, compiler of this book and many other books, including Lives of 
Saints and histories, died on the Wednesday before the first of November in his fifty-sixth year, 
on the sixth day of the moon. May the Saviour Jesus Christ have mercy on his soul. 
 

From this it might be understood that, along with other learned texts, Mag Raidhin likely copied and 

compiled Lives for saints and other ecclesiastical material in both Latin and Irish. As VSB is 

preserved in both manuscripts of CI, and that one or both manuscripts were present at Saints’ Island 

in the 14th and 15th centuries, the Latin Life of Baoithín may also have been available to the 

Augustinians there, and could, at one time, have been fully translated into Irish. This colophon 

referring to Mag Raidhin’s translation of the Life of John the Evangelist is also notable in 

consideration of his equation with Baoithín as discussed earlier in this chapter. Interestingly, Liber 

Flavus Fergusiorum does not contain a Life of Colum Cille. It does preserve another story about 

Colum Cille and Baoithín and their struggles with Armagh in addition to a narrative about the last 

 
478 Sharpe, Richard, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, 254. 
479 Ó Riain, ‘Longford Priories and Their Manuscripts: All Saints and Abbeyderg’, 43; Séamas Ó hInnse, Miscellaneous 
Irish Annals (A.D. 1114-1437) (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1947), 176. 
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three years of Colum Cille’s Life.480  

The recension of Beathadh Baoithín preserved in Liber Flavus Fergusiorum is considerably short, 

taking up less than half of a column on f. 33vb (b) –  

Baithin mac Breanainn mic Feargusa ⁊ Colum Cille mac Feidhlimid mic Ferghusa, oir fa clann deisi  
dearbrathar iat a n-dis. Ni bith dono Baithin a n-inadh na a n-aimsir genmotha aimsir codalta gin 
saethar eigin do dénumh .i. earnaidhthi no scgribeann no umhaloid. In tan dono no sineadh a lam 
docum na meisi oc caitimh a proinnidh no bith a lam eir eadurbuas oc eterghuidhi an Coimghid caith 
cumachtaiddh ⁊ ro canadh eter gach dí mir Deus in audtoríum meum intende. Domine, ad adhiuvandum 
.rl.  A n-aimsir  (na búana)481 do tinoileth se in t-arbur don a dara laim ⁊ an lam sintti uadha docum 
neime ⁊ ni cuireadh dono cuil na creabur na corrmiltog da aighi ⁊ ni leiged firta in cleirigh doib a ithi 
na ingrim do denumh fair. Ni leigidh dano Baitin firta na mirbuile dia firtuibh féin d’inisin re bethaidh 
Colum Cille ar onoir do Colum Cille ⁊ ar inisle do fein.  Ceattora do bliadhna do Baithin a n-abghaine 
tar eis Colum Cille ⁊ as ag Colum Cille ro baidh Baithin riamh o thosach a beatha 7 is trit sin ba 
heagnaidh amhra he gu deimhin. Finid.482 

Baoithín son of Brénainn son of Fergus, and Colum Cille son of Feidlim son of Fergus, for they 
were the offspring of two brothers. Baoithín, moreover, used to not be at any time, except the 
time of sleep, without doing work of some kind, that is praying, or writing, or lowly service. Thus 
when he used to stretch his hand towards the dish to eat his meal, his other hand used to be aloft 
and praying to the holy powerful Lord, and between every two morsels he used to recite 'Deus in 
auditoríum meum intende. Domine, ad adiuvandum [me festina], etc. In the time of harvesting, he used to 
gather the corn in one of his hands, and the [other] hand was stretched from him towards heaven. 
And he moreover used to not remove a fly or a midge or a gnat from his face, and the miracles of 
the saint did not permit them to bite483 or attack him.  Baoithín used to not allow any miracles or 
marvels of his own miracles to be told during the lifetime of Colum Cille, out of honour for 
Colum Cille, and his own humility. Baoithín was four years in the abbacy after Colum Cille, and he 
was with Colum Cille from the beginning of his life, and it is on that account that he was indeed 
an extraordinary wise man.   

The Life is a translation from the opening chapter of VSB below:  

Reverendus pater abbas Baithinus ab infantia sua in verbo Dei et disciplina ab abbate 
preclarissimo Columba diligenter instructus est et sicut etate corporis crescebat, ita robustiora et 
perfectiora opera fideliter excercebat. Nemo enim unquam ociosum deprehendere poterat eum: 
aut enim in legendo aut orando aut corporaliter laborando tempus sibi concessum expendebat, nisi 
quod neccessitatibus proximorum subveniendo aliquando hec intermittebat. Cum enim iter 
aliquod faceret aut aliquem alloqueretur, manuus suas sub vestimento suo ad orandum Dominum 
mente alacri interim erigebat. Unde adeo deditus erat orationi ut in sum[m]endo cibum inter duas 
particulas ori appositas similiter inter duo sorbiciuncula, versum illum sanctis viris familiarem 
silicet: “Deus in adiutorem meum; Domine, ad adiuvandum me festina, decantaret.” Et, quod 
difficilius est, in tempore metendi; cum manipulum in manu collectum portaret ad acervum, 

 
480 The latter was edited and published by Paul Grosjean (see also Dorothy Africa’s re-edited version of his text): Paul 
Grosjean, ‘A Tale of Doomsday Colum Cille Should Have Left Untold’ Scottish Gaelic Studies, no. 3 (1929): 73–85, 
188–99; Dorothy Africa and Paul Grosjean, ‘A Tale of Doomsday Colum Cille Should Have Left Untold’, in Medieval 
Hagiography: An Anthology, ed. Thomas Head (New York: Garland, 2000), 429–40. 
481 Supplied from the Rawlinson B 512 recension (f. 142rb) 
482 RIA MS 23 O 48b (vol 2), f. 33vb – I am very grateful to the examiners for their comments and help with this and the 
following edition from Rawlinson B 512, which are presented semi-diplomatically.  
483 literally 'eat' 
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alteram interim ad celum extendens, Tonantem interpellabat, nec tunc pre devotione culices super 
faciem suam insidentes amovebat. Eamdem quoque diligentiam omnibus mandatis Dei ad 
implendis exhibebat et, in quantum capacitas fragilitatis humane permittebat carnem suam 
edomabat ac interiorem hominem armis spiritualibus contra hostem animabat. In hiis tamen 
meritorem cumulis, nemo in custodiendo thesauro mundano <fuit> quantum ipse sollicitus in 
abscondendo virtutes quas Dominus per eum faciebat. Unde, quantum potuit, pro humilitatis 
causa et elatione devitanda, propalare sua mirabilia nolebat.484 
 
The reverend father abbot Baithine was actively instructed from his infancy in the word of God, 
and in discipline, by the most renowned abbot, Columba; and as he grew in bodily age, he practice 
faithfully works so much the more strenuous and more perfect. For no one could ever catch him 
idle; because he passed the [leisure] time allowed him, in reading, or in prayer, or in bodily labour, 
except that he sometimes interrupted these pursuits to help the necessities of his neighbours. 
When he made a journey or spoke to any one, he raised meanwhile his hands beneath his robe, to 
pray to the Lord with an active mind. And thus he was so devoted to prayer that in taking food, 
between raising two mouthfuls to his lips, and so too between two sips, he repeated that verse 
well-known to holy men: “[Come] O God to my aid; hasten, Lord, to help me.” And what is more 
difficult, at harvest-time when he was carrying to the stack a sheaf collected in his [one] hand, he 
meanwhile raised the other to the sky, and appealed to the Thunderer; and in his devotion did not 
remove the midges that settled on his face. He showed the same diligence also in fulfilling all the 
commands of God, and in so far as the ability of human frailty allowed he subdued his flesh, and 
aroused the inner man with spiritual arms against the foe. Yet with all these merits none was as 
anxious to protect earthly treasure as he to hide the miracles that God worked through him. And 
thus so far as he could he refused to divulge his miracles, for the sake of humility, and to avoid 
pride.485 

 

Of immediate note is that the Irish translation appears to have been written by someone familiar not 

only with Colum Cille’s traditional genealogy, but also was seemingly aware of Baoithín’s familial 

relation to him. This is a striking difference from VSB, which provides no genealogical information 

for Baoithín. The fragment otherwise preserves a translated portion of Chapter 1 of VSB which 

contains two key narratives from the Latin Life. Firstly, that Baoithín was so pious that he recited 

the first line and response (Deus, in adiutorium meum intende/Deus adjuvandum me festina) of the 

introductory prayers of the monastic breviary (from Psalm 69/70) in between each mouthful of 

food and drink.486 Secondly, it maintains that Baoithín didn’t remove midges from his face, but the 

narrative has been slightly expanded to include other manners of flying insects, perhaps to further 

 
484 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 379. 
485 Anderson, Early Sources for Scottish History: A.D. 500 to 1286, 1:119–20. 
486 Robert Weber and Roger Gryson, eds., Biblia Sacra Iuxta Vulgatam Versionem (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgellschaft, 
2007), 1124; Charles George Herbermann, The Catholic Encyclopedia, Volume 4: Clandestinity-Diocesan Chancery (New 
York: Appleton, 1913), 2002–3; Coogan, The New Oxford Annotated Bible, 830. 
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emphasise his piety. The last line of the Irish fragment also indicates that Baoithín was unwilling to 

allow his own miracles to be ‘told’ during the lifetime of Colum Cille, which been altered from the 

parallel account in VSB.  

The last line of Beathadh Baoithín details that Baoithín was abbot for four years after Colum 

Cille. Iona is not mentioned by name, but it may be presumed that this is in reference to Baoithín 

succession there. This is certainly interesting in consideration of the text as it is preserved in 

Rawlinson B 512.  The recension in that manuscript agrees closely with Liber Flavus Fergusiorum given 

above.   

Baithin mac Brenainn mic Fergusa ⁊ Colam Cille mac Feidlim[*id] mic Fergusa .i. clann da derbrathar 
iat a n-dis. Ni bid in Baithin sin i nach n-aimsir genmota aimsir a cotalta nama gen s*ethar do denam 
do Dia. .i. irnaighthi no leiginn no scrib[*enn] no umalóid. An tan didiu no sinedh a lam do cum na 
meisi do caithem a phrainne no bid in lam aile edarbuas oc edarguidhe in coimdhidh ⁊ ro canad eter 
gach da mir, Deus in n*toiriam meum intinti usque in festina. A n-aimsir na buana dono no tionoiledh 
a n-arbur don dara l[*aim] ⁊ in lam aile sinti do cum nime. Ni cuiredh dono cuil na c*mil dia adhaigh 
⁊ ni leicedh immorro firta in cleirigh doib ai*[line incomplete]. Ni leicedh in Baithin sin firta na 
mirbuile dia fertai* fein do hinnisin i mbethaid Cholaim Chilli ar onoir do Colum C* ⁊ ar inisle do 
fein Cetri bliadhna do a n-abdaine Daire Co* tar eis Coluim Chille ⁊ ac Colum Cille ro foghluim 
riam o tosach a beathad ⁊ ba h-ecnaidhi amra ée. Finit.487 
 

Though the texts are in close agreement in terms of content, Rawlinson B 512 is less well preserved, 

contains some scribal errors and is missing at least one line which has been marked in the 

transcription above. While Liber Flavus Fergusiorum notes that Baoithín spent four years as abbot after 

Colum Cille in an unspecified abbey, this appears to claim that Baoithín followed him into the 

abbacy of Derry, rather than Iona. In his entry for Baoithín of Iona, Pádraig Ó Riain made note of 

this, stating: “A late and otherwise unattested tradition asserts that he succeeded Colum as abbot of 

Derry.”488 As discussed earlier in this chapter, one of Baoithín of Iona’s church associations in 

Donegal, Teach Baoithín (Taughboyne), is just outside of Derry. Baoithín mac Cúanach, as also 

 
487 Oxford MS Rawlinson B 512 f. 142rb – lines which have been cut off on the right margin or are otherwise unreadable 
are marked with *. I have suggested possible endings in some places which are based on a comparison with the Liber 
Flavus Fergusiorum recension. An examination of the manuscript in person, which was not possible due to Covid and 
other time restraints, may offer an answer to some of these questions. 
488 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 89. 
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discussed, was said to have belonged to the Cenél nÉnna, whose also land bordered Derry. 

Although unattested elsewhere, could this have been a later, local tradition connecting Baoithín not 

just with Iona, but also with the monastery in Derry? Given that this recension of the text contains 

several scribal mistakes, if the end of that line is indeed ‘Daire Co-,’ this could also be a mistake for 

‘Daire Colum Cille,’ perhaps a dittography of the following ‘tar eis Colum Cille,’ as deletion marks 

may appear underneath. A closer examination of the manuscript in person is needed to answer this 

question with more certainty.  

Despite the close proximity of Teach Baoithín to Derry, that Baoithín became the abbot of 

Derry is not a tradition preserved into Ó Domhnaill’s Life of Colum Cille as might be expected. The 

account in BCC reads as follows, and actually indicates that Baoithín became abbot of Iona: 

Et ba he an Baithin sin mac Brenaind nobidh do gnath a fochair Coluim Cille. Et ba ro-naemtha é 
7 ní caithedh se en-moimint da aimsir go dímhain. Acus do bi an oired-sa do nemfhaillide aige fa 
Dia, indus co ngabadh se orrtha 7 aintemhain itir gach da greim don meid proinde nocaithedh. 
Acus do tocbadh a rusca 7 a lamha suas ag guidhe De co duthrachtach do gnath mar a cedna. 
Acus nir lecc se en-focal da beathaidh nó da mirbuilibh do scribadh riamh, mar onoir do Colum 
Cille, indus go madh moide do beith aire caich ar mhirbhuilibh 7 ar beathaidh C. C. e. Acus, fos, 
do bi se ‘n-a ab a nÍ aimser airidhe a ndiaidh Coluim Cille.489  
 
And it was that Baithin that was son to Brenainn that was wont to be in the fellowship of 
Columcille. And he was passing holy and never did he use aught of his time vainly. And such was 
his diligence toward God that he recited prayers and antiphons between each two bites that he ate 
of his meal. And in like wise he was wont to lift up his eyes and his two hands in fervent prayer to 
God. And to honor Columcille he suffered not one word of his own Life or miracles to be written 
down, so that men should not give more heed to the miracles and Life of Columcille. And 
moreover he was abbot in Iona for a certain while after Columcille. 

 
That this version specifies a particular abbey could provide some evidence that the ‘assertion’ he was 

abbot of Derry is indeed a scribal mistake – though the possibility that multiple versions the text 

could have existed may also be suggested. This translated portion of VSB moreover must have been 

circulating in the northwest of Ireland by the 16th century for it to have been available to Ó 

Domhnaill. Its preservation in Rawlinson B 512 could also offer some further evidence as to the 

potential northern provenance of the Irish text.  

 
489 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, 444–45. 
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 While I have already provided a transcription of Beathadh Baoithín from Rawlinson B 512 

above, its background should also be considered. It is a miscellany dating to the 15th and early 16th 

century copied by several scribes (including multiple from the family of Uí Mhaoilchonaire)490 and 

re-foliated several times, which has caused some confusion as to the provenance and original order 

of the texts. As it currently survives, it consists of five separate parts bound together.491 As Beathadh 

Baoithín is present on f. 142rb, it was copied by Seaán Ó Maoilchonaire, the scribe of ff. 123r-144v.492 

He wrote this portion of the MS in the ‘closing years’ of the 15th century, which, taking the two 

dated colophons in Liber Flavus Fergusiorum into consideration, would likely date Ó Maoilchonaire’s 

version of the text to only slightly later. He produced these folios in the house of Aenghus Ó 

Dálaidh for his patron Sir John Plunkett (Seón Pluinget), the 3rd Baron Dunsany and his wife, of co. 

Meath.493 Although Donnchadh Bán Ua Maol Chonaire, mentioned in the colophon to Liber Flavus 

Fergusiorum discussed above, cannot be directly tied to either the Latin Life of Baoithín or its partial 

translation, that he may have been writing in close proximity to Tigh Baoithín in Lios Aedhain is of 

especial note.  

Two recensions of Beathadh Baoithín are therefore preserved in manuscripts which have some 

connection to members of the Uí Mhaoilchonaire. Could either the Latin Life or its Irish fragment 

have originated from a member of that family? They were established in Roscommon as ollamhain to 

the Síol Muireadhaigh by the mid-13th century, and their main centre of scribal activity, Baile Uí 

Mhaoil Chonaire (Cluain Plócain), or Ballymulconry, would have been in somewhat close proximity 

 
490 Paul Walsh, ‘The Learned Family of O Maelconaire’, in Irish Men of Learning: Studies by Father Paul Walsh (Dublin: 
Three Candles, 1947), 45–46. 
491 Brian Ó Cuív, Catalogue of Irish Language Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library at Oxford and Oxford College Libraries. Part 1: 
Descriptions (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 2001), 223–24; Richard Irvine Best, ‘Notes on Rawlinson B 
512’, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 17 (1928): 389–402. 
492 Ó Cuív, Catalogue of Irish Language Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library at Oxford and Oxford College Libraries. Part 1: 
Descriptions, 234. 
493 ibid. 
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to Tigh Baoithín (see map below).494 I noted earlier in this chapter that Clárus mac Maoilin Ó 

Maoilchonaire, archdeacon of the diocese of Elphin, was directly involved in the matter of the 

internment of Diarmait Mac Gilla Carraigh, high priest of Tigh Baoithín, in 1229. Although 

predating the manuscripts discussed here by some centuries, it provides some evidence of an early 

connection between Baoithín’s church and at least one member of the learned family. If Donnchadh 

Bán Ua Maol Chonaire was indeed writing in Lios Aedhain, its close proximity to Tigh Baoithín (see 

map) also should not be ignored, especially as the colophon which references him seems to infer 

that he may have translated some amount of Latin texts into Irish. 

 It could be cautiously suggested, therefore, that either VSB or its Irish translation, if there 

ever was a full Irish translation of the Life, could have been available, perhaps in a library, to the Uí 

Mhaoilchonaire, which could account for its appearance in these two manuscripts. The matter of its 

translation is another difficulty, especially considering the colophon in Liber Flavus Fergusiorum 

referencing Uighisdín Mag Raidhin’s translation of Latin Lives of saints into Irish, as well as the 

probable Augustinian provenance of all three manuscripts containing CI and CS. I return to Richard 

Sharpe’s argument, as I discussed in section 2.3.1 of this thesis, that the presence of a colophon 

referring to Seán Mac Tighearnáin of Airghialla in CS was due to the fact that it was present in 

material belonging to a certain Brother Diarmaid Ó Donnchadha which was borrowed by the 

compilers of that manuscript. Another suggestion here could be that VSB could have circulated not 

only within Augustinian houses or other monastic orders (especially considering the relative 

concentration of a variety of houses in the Loch Rí/Loch Cé area),495 but could also have been 

shared or borrowed between scribes working in Roscommon/Longford which may account for its 

 
494 Ó Muraíle, ‘The Gaelic Heritage of County Roscommon’, 218; Benjamin James Hazard, ‘“Gaelic Political Scripture”: 
Uí Mhaoil Chonaire Scribes and the Book of Mac Murchadha Caomhánach’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium 23 
(2003): 153. 
495 Of possible relevance is Conor McDonough’s recent argument that Liber Flavus Fergusiorum is a Dominican 
manuscript - Conor McDonough, ‘The Liber Flavus Fergusiorum: A Book for the Use of Preachers?’ (Tionól, Dublin 
Institute of Advanced Studies, 2019). 
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Irish translation.  

The hagiographical tradition of Saint Berach might also be compared to the case of Baoithín, 

as he was another Roscommon saint whose church was in Cill Bhearaigh (Kilbarry), also known as 

Cluain Cairbthe (Clúain Coirpthe), in the parish of Tearmann Bearaigh (Termonbarry).496 Berach has 

a Latin Life, Vita Sancti Berachi, which is only preserved in the manuscripts of Codex Insulensis, and 

one Irish Life, Betha Beraigh preserved by Mícheál Ó Cléirigh in Brussels KBR MS 4190-4200 (ff. 71-

88).497 While the two share some common miracles relating to the saint, the Irish Life is significantly 

expanded, both in terms of episodes as well as content.498 Ó Cléirigh states in his colophon to the 

text that he received it from a book belonging to the children of Brian Óg Ó Maoilchonaire of 

Cluain Plocáin, which may have been the same copy used by Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire in 1516 

for his Life of Caillín in the Book of Fenagh, discussed elsewhere in this thesis.499  

Plummer only described the Latin Life as being ‘late,’ and it may have been written roughly 

contemporaneously with the compilation of the CI manuscripts.500 As it is only preserved in Codex 

Insulensis, Ó Riain also noted that Uighistín Mag Raidhin’s “surname appears to be echoed in the 

townland name of Ballymagrine (Baile Mhagraidhin?) in the parish named Termonbarry (Tearmann 

Bearaigh) after Bearach. In that case, Augustine would probably have belonged to an ecclesiastical or 

erenagh family attached to Bearach’s church, which would have given him a special interest in the 

saint.”501 This could then suggest that this Life may have been composed locally, in consideration of 

the compilers’ interest in the saint (especially as Berach is the only saint in CI who received his own 

 
496 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 94–95.  
497 Kudenko, ‘Hagiography as Political Documentation: The Case of Betha Beraigh (The Life of St Berach)’, 151–52. 
498 ibid. 
499 Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, I:43; Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St 
Anthony’s College, Louvain, 151; Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire of Cluain Plocáin: an early 
sixteenth-century Connacht scribe at work’, 30. 
500 Plummer, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, Partim Hactenus Ineditae, 1910, 1:xxxiii; Kudenko, ‘Hagiography as Political 
Documentation: The Case of Betha Beraigh (The Life of St Berach)’, 151. 
501 Ó Riain, ‘Longford Priories and Their Manuscripts: All Saints and Abbeyderg’, 42. 
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portrait) and the possibility of Mag Raidhin’s own connection to him.502 A discussion of these two 

Lives and their relationship is far beyond the scope of this thesis, but the inclusion of the Latin Life 

of Berach in CI with the above discussion in mind is perhaps the closest comparison to be made 

with the Life of Baoithín, if VSB was indeed compiled in Roscommon. 

On the other hand, Ksenia Kudenko has more recently dated the Irish Life, Betha Beraigh, to 

the late 12th or early 13th centuries, at which time it was composed as a homily for his feast day of 

February 15th.503 That Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire used Betha Beraigh as a source for his Life of 

Caillín must indicate that the Irish Life was kept in a library belonging to the Uí Mhaoilchonaire 

along with a number of other examples of hagiography, as he had access to a variety of materials and 

manuscripts in completing that work.504 That a copy of Betha Beraigh was kept by the Uí 

Mhaoilchonaire until at least the early 17th century may also evidence the interest of the family in the 

preservation and collection of hagiography. This interest in saints may also be seen in the examples 

of the 15th/16th century manuscripts BL MS Ad 30512 and BL MS Egerton 1782. A significant 

portion of the first manuscript, also known as Leabhar Uí Maolconaire, which is in multiple hands 

(including that of Uilliam Mac an Leagha) but said to have been compiled for the Uí 

Mhaoilchonaire, consists of saints’ Lives, genealogies, and other hagiographical material, including 

the poem attributed to Colum Cille, Sechnaid ifern, a dhaine.505 The only other copy of that text 

survives in MS Laud Misc. 615, discussed in the previous chapter. BL MS Egerton 1782 was copied 

in Cluain Plocáín in 1517 by the sons of Seaán Ó Maoilchonaire and contains a variety of Irish 

literary material, but most important to this discussion is the fact that the manuscript preserves a 

 
502 ibid., 42–43. 
503 Kudenko, ‘Hagiography as Political Documentation: The Case of Betha Beraigh (The Life of St Berach)’, 155. 
504 Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire of Cluain Plocáin: an early sixteenth-century Connacht 
scribe at work’, 29–30; Raymond Gillespie, ‘Scribes and Manuscripts in Gaelic Ireland, 1400-1700’, Studia Hibernica 40 
(2014): 19. 
505 Robin Flower, Catalogue of Irish Manuscripts in the British Museum, vol. 2 (London: British Museum, 1926), 470–505. 
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(albeit incomplete) recension of ACC and its commentary.506 

Without the privilege of other placenames or scribal signatures found directly in either VSB 

or Beathadh Baoithín, the above discussion should be considered only as some cautious suggestion as 

to the provenance of this partial Irish translation of the Latin Life within the context of its 

preservation of two manuscripts connected to Roscommon. However, that Beathadh Baoithín appears 

in Liber Flavus Fergusiorum, a manuscript which contains material translated from Latin to Irish copied 

by a member of the Uí Mhaoilchonaire in Lios Aedhain seems unlikely to be coincidental, especially 

considering, as already mentioned, its close proximity to Tigh Baoithín. Its presence in Rawlinson B 

512, in a folio copied by another member of the Uí Mhaoilchonaire could suggest that it may even 

have been available in Cluain Plocáin, though this is difficult to prove. If this were not the case, the 

fact that a version of Beathadh Baoithín also appears in BCC could still indicate that the translated 

portion of VSB was circulating in the northwest of Ireland. It is at the very least clear that scribes 

and canons in Roscommon and Longford were translating material from Latin to Irish, which was 

likely shared between both monastic communities and networks of scribes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
506 Bisagni, Amrae Coluimb Chille: A Critical Edition, 2; Ó Muraíle, ‘The Gaelic Heritage of County Roscommon’, 220. 
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Map: Tigh Baoithín and Roscommon-Longford Monasteries 
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Conclusion 
 

A question remains which has not yet been answered. I noted in section 2.3.2 of this chapter 

that early references to Tigh Baoithín do not identify the Baoithín with whom the church was 

connected as either a Patrician or Columban saint. If the church was connected to Baoithín mac 

Cúanach by the 13th century, however, and my hypothesis is correct in arguing that both VSB and 

Beathadh Baoithín are of Roscommon provenance – why would this Patrician saint be connected to 

Colum Cille? I have already drawn attention to Canice Mooney’s explanation that saints were often 

confused for each other, or otherwise redefined in order to reflect the interests of Patrician and 

Columban ‘partisans.’507 If the two saints weren’t necessarily confused for one another, the equation of 

Baoithín mac Cúanach with the saint of Iona could have been politically motivated and intentional. I 

also pointed out Tigh Baoithín already had some association with the monastic houses on Loch Cé 

which may have had some interest in Colum Cille, by the mid 13th century. If the church were rebuilt 

after it was raided could an accompanying Life have sought to purposely connect the saint with 

Colum Cille in the interest of maintaining those monastic connections?  

Ksenia Kudenko also demonstrated that Betha Beraigh, albeit written in Irish rather than 

Latin, was likely composed in direct response to the political atmosphere of 12-13th century 

Roscommon, as she states: “the Life might have been compiled to solidify the union between 

Berach’s church and the Ua Conchobair kings who held undisputed power on the territory of Tuam 

and Elphin (i.e. most of modern County Roscommon and significant part of East Galway.)”508 

Tomaltach Ua Conchobair, for example, became archbishop of Armagh and comarba of Patrick, 

from 1181-1201, which could indicate that there were overreaching Patrician interests in the diocese 

 
507 Beirne, The Diocese of Elphin: People, Places, and Pilgrimage, 27–28. 
508 Kudenko, ‘Hagiography as Political Documentation: The Case of Betha Beraigh (The Life of St Berach)’, 166. 
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of Elphin, where Tigh Baoithín was also located.509 Albeit the annalistic references to Baoithín’s 

church post-date Tomaltach Ua Conchobair’s placement in Armagh, while impossible to prove, the 

interests of Columban partisans or otherwise some disgruntlement with Armagh could also have 

played a role in his hagiographical tradition connecting him with Iona. VSB does not offer the same 

luxury as the Lives of Berach in providing direct politically motivated references which could allow 

these questions to be answered with confidence. Another cautious suggestion is that there simply 

was not enough evidence for Baoithín mac Cúanach for a full Life to have been written, and the 

hagiographer, recognising that the two saints were of the same name (and ultimately identical), and 

Baoithín’s close companionship with Colum Cille, purposely drew upon VSC in order to complete 

VSB. This could potentially account for the lack of local placenames if the hagiographer sought to 

identify his subject with Colum Cille’s successor.  

With all of the above in consideration, VSB could simply have been composed somewhere 

in the northwest of Ireland in an unknown Augustinian house. The northern provenance of the CS 

and CI manuscripts as discussed in section 2.3.2 could then account for its transmission within the 

network of monasteries of the same order. That hypothesis does not particularly account for its later 

partial translation into Irish, which, as I have shown above, plausibly could have been completed in 

Roscommon. Through the discussion and analysis of Baoithín’s character and hagiographical 

tradition in this chapter, I therefore offer the following, albeit cautious conclusion – the Latin Life 

of Baoithín, as it survives in VSH, may have been compiled or copied in an Augustinian house, 

perhaps in co. Roscommon or co. Longford, in considering the provenance of the CI manuscripts. 

The Life was therefore indisputably available in Longford, and the considering the closely connected 

networks of monasteries and scribes in those two counties, particularly in and near Loch Cé and 

 
509 Aubrey Gwynn, ‘Tomaltach Ua Conchobair Coarb of Patrick (1181-1201): His Life and Times’, Seanchas Ardmhacha: 
Journal of the Armagh Diocesan Historical Society 8, no. 2 (1977): 231–74. 
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Loch Rí, it was translated either fully or partially from Latin into Irish by the late 15th century. This 

would account for the presence of Beathadh Baoithín in the two manuscripts discussed, Liber Flavus 

Fergusiorum, and Rawlinson B 512, both of which have some connection with the Uí Mhaoilchonaire.  

What is clear from both the Latin Life and its partial Irish translation, is that Baoithín’s 

identity as a saint was dependant on his connection with Colum Cille, which appears to intentionally 

be emphasised in the Irish account. This close connection with Colum Cille was a key aspect of the 

cultural memory of both saints and most particularly in the northwest of Ireland. This could have 

ultimately led to the connection and equation of the two saints named Baoithín. Even Dubhghlas 

De hÍde, who grew up in Tigh Baoithín, was unsure as to which saint was that associated with the 

church. He wrote in a small book of notes on the placename, saying: 

Cérbh é Baoithin? Deirtear go raibh sé in a chol-ceathar go Colm Cille. Deir sean leabhar "Clann dá 
Dearbhráthair iad" an Dia(?) agus Baethin agus Colm Cille, acht níl mé cinnte an iad na Baoithíní céadna 
iad. Óir ba é Baoithin col-ceathrar dó, bhí ina abb ar Í nuair a cailleadh Colm Cille agus is é lá Meitheamh 
10adh a lá, acht is é Feabhra 14 lá Baoithin airtigh agus badh de sliocht Cinell Conaill col-ceathar Colm Cille 
acht deir feílire Dun na nGall mar seo Baoithin Easbog Mac Cuanac ó Tigh Baoithin in Airteach Connacht 
no i-n Iarthar Midhe.510 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
510 The text of this on Dúchas.ie is a copy of a small book of notes written by Douglas Hyde and held by the National 
Library of Ireland – I was able to read the papers in person and he recorded the tradition of Baoithín in the context of 
the Roscommon placename (from which this quote is only an excerpt). He also notes that he was young, Irish was still 
spoken there, but the language and songs were gone by the time he was writing. Douglas Hyde, ‘Notes By Douglas Hyde 
On the Location of “Tigh Baoithín” [Tibohine, Frenchpark, County Roscommon].’ (n.d.), National Library of Ireland, 
https://catalogue.nli.ie/Record/vtls000658471; NFCS 0243, 196; Dr de hÍde, Tibohine, County Roscommon. Collector: 
Úna Ní Thiomáin, Tibohine School, County Roscommon, 1937-39. Teacher: Úna Ní Thiomáin. 
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Chapter 3: Farannán 
 
In the following chapter, I discuss the connections between the saint known as Farannán (or locally, 

Ernán, also Forannán) and Allt Fharannáin, county Sligo, where the saint’s holy well, which is really 

a pool (dabhach – ‘vat’) exists today. I further establish the possibility that his Life, Betha Farannáin, 

was commissioned by his coarb, the Uí Mhaonaigh, from Clann Fhir Bhisigh, in an attempt to 

underscore their claims to his now lost church, as well as their identity as part of Uí Fhiachrach 

Muaidhe. I then demonstrate the possible revisionist efforts of Míchéal Ó Cléirigh in his 

preservation of the Life, and especially the utilisation of the local tradition that Farannán was present 

at the meeting of Druim Cett in order to formulate this Life from already extant Columban material.  

3.1 Farannán and Allt Fharannáin 
 
 

The preceding two chapters have discussed the Lives of Colum Cille and Baoithín as 

understood from early medieval sources. The present section of this chapter is concerned with the 

associations of a saint known as Farannán. Pádraig Ó Riain noted that the “origins of this name are 

obscure,” though it belongs to two other saints linked respectively with counties Down and 

Tipperary. He also suggests that Farannán may have been the same saint as Torannán of Aberdeen, 

who as he says, was venerated in Druim Cliabh as Mothoiréan.511 A church associated with Farannán 

stood at Allt Fharannáin (Alternan), near the site of the saint’s holy well (Dabhach Fharannáin)512 in 

the townland of Dún Ultáin (Doonaltan). Another may have been in the village of Easky (Iascaigh), 

though the ruins of a later medieval church and graveyard have no apparent connection with the 

saint.513 Farannán’s hagiographical and local traditions place him in the contemporaneous company 

 
511 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 351; a 9th century abbot of Armagh was also known as Farannán, though there 
does not seem to be any connection with the saint. 
512 Hogan, Onomasticon Goedelicum: Locorum et Tribuum Hiberniae et Scotiae, 29, 324. 
513 Sam Moore, ‘Easkey Church and Graveyard’, The Corran Herald, no. 49 (2016): 30–35. 
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of Saints Colum Cille and Patrick514 meaning that would have lived in the 5th or 6th century.  

 The earliest mention of Allt Fharannáin as a holy site is found in Buile Suibhne. While the text 

has been determined to be of 12th century origin, its language is Early Modern Irish.515 A connection 

between this text and hagiographical material may be first seen in Suibhne’s516 initial descent into 

madness as the result of a curse put upon him by St Ronán Fionn. It is this curse which causes 

Suibhne’s wandering (geltacht) as he travels throughout Britain and Ireland, eventually arriving in 

Leinster where he meets St Moling. The king therefore has a close relationship with these two saints: 

the saint whose curse caused his journey, as well as with the saint who records his Life and gives him 

the sacrament to ensure his place in heaven. Alexandra Bergholm has also remarked that the 

categorisation of Suibhne by St Moling and followers as náoimhgheilt, ‘the saintly madman’ may 

indicate that “the contemporary audience of the tale attached some notion of sanctity” to Suibhne.517 

Building upon this idea of sanctity, Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha has demonstrated that the relationship 

between the cult of St Moling and Buile Suibhne is deeply entrenched.518  

 The reference to Allt Fharannáin in Buile Suibhne occurs just before Suibhne reaches Teach 

Moling.  

Aroile laithe do Suibhne ag cúartugudh críche Connacht go hudmhall anbhsaidh go ttarla é fo 
dheóidh go hAll Fharannáin i tTír Fhíachrach Mhúaidhe; glenn áloinn eisidhén, sruth áloinn 
sriobhúaine ag teibersain tepersin co tinnesnach frisin all aill anúas & bennachadh ann ina rabadar 
senadh náomh & fíreóin co hiomdha iolarrdha, et ba iomdha ann ámh crann caomháloinn co 
ttoirthibh troma tóthachtacha isin all hisin. Ba hiomda ann éimh eidheann fiorchluthmar ⁊ aball 
cenntrom ag cromadh co talmain le troma a toraidh, ba Cuma nobhíttís issin allt sin ois allta ⁊ 

 
514 I have found no written evidence or folklore connecting Farannán with Patrick – other than his Life which was 
partially copied from Bethu Phádraig as will be shown later in this chapter – this was told to me by the current owner of 
the land upon which Dabhach Fharannáin is located. The well is locally known as St Ernán’s Well and there is also a 
national school named after St Ernán in Doonaltan townland, this version of his name is likely Anglicised out of the 
lenitive genitive of Farannán and is probably unconnected with the St Ernán who is associated with Colum Cille and 
Tory Island (on him, see: Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 287–88.) 
515 Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘The Materials and Provenance of Buile Shuibhne’, Éigse 15/3 (1974): 173–88; Alexandra Bergholm, 
‘Folly for Christ’s Sake in Early Irish Literature: The Case of Suibhne Geilt Reconsidered’, Studia Celtica Fennica 4 (2007): 
7–14; Maxim Fomin, ‘Three Studies of Buile Suibhne: Perspectives and Reassessments’, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 64 
(2018): 443–51. 
516 A king of Dál nAraide. 
517 Bergholm, ‘Folly for Christ’s Sake in Early Irish Literature: The Case of Suibhne Geilt Reconsidered’, 10. 
518 Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘The Cult of St Moling and the Making of Buile Suibhne’, in Buile Suibhne: Perspectives and 
Reassessments, Irish Texts Society, Subsidiary Series (London: Irish Texts Society, 2014), 1–42. 
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miola muighe ⁊ muca mórthroma, ba hiomdha immorro rón roiremhar rochodladh ann tar éis 
techt o muir móir anall isin all sin. Rosanntaigh Suibhne co mor an t-ionadh sin, go roghabh for 
admoladh ⁊ ag tabhairt a thúarusgbhála os aird; go ndébairt an laoidh-si:  
 
‘All [Fh]arannain, adhbha náomh,  
co n-iomad call caomh is cnúas, 
uisge tinnesnach can tess,  
ag snige re a chness anúas.  
 
As iomdha ann eidnech ghlass 
agus meass re mberar geall  
agus abhall chenntrom chaomh  
ag filliudh a craobh fa cheann.  
 
Imdha broc ag dol fa a dhíon  
ann is miol muighe nach mall, 
is édan rionntanach róin 
ag techt on muir moir anall  
 
Me Suibhne mac Colmáin choir 
mor n-oidhchi reoidh bhim co fann, 
romthruaill Rónán do Druim Gess,  
codlaim fa chraoibh ‘san ess tall. 
 

One day as Suibhne was wandering aimlessly and restlessly through Connacht he came at last to All 
Fharannain in Tir Fhiachrach Mhuaidhe; a delightful valley with a beautiful green-streamed river dropping 
swiftly down the cliff and a blessed place there wherein there was a synod of saints and multitudes of 
righteous folk. Numerous too on that cliff were the beautiful trees, heavy and rich with fruits; numerous 
also the well-sheltered ivy-trees and heavy-topped apple-trees bending to the ground with the weight of 
their fruit; wild deer and hares and great, heavy swine were there also, likewise many fat seals that used to 
sleep on that cliff, after coming from the main beyond. Suibhne greatly coveted that place and he began 
praising and describing it aloud; whereupon he uttered this lay:  
 
 ‘Cliff of Farannan, abode of saints,  
 with many fair hazels and nuts,  
 swift cold water 
 rushing down its side.  
 
 Many green ivy-trees are there  
 and mast such as is prized,  
 and fair, heavy-topped apple-trees 
 bending their branches  
 
 Many badgers going under its shelter  
 and fleet hares too,  
 and … of seals519  
 coming hither from the main. 
 
 I am Suibhne son of upright Colman  
 many a frosty night I have been feeble;  
 Ronan of Druim Gess has outraged me, 

 
519 In the edition, O’Keefe left rionntanach (roinnteach) untranslated. I suggest that it might be read as an adjectival form of 
rind (https://dil.ie/35318), referring to the points of the seals’ whiskers or the shape of their whiskers if édan 
(https://dil.ie/20655) is taken as ‘face’ rather than ‘brow.’ “Pointed faces of seals.” Compare rintach in Betha Fharannáin.  
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 I sleep ‘neath a tree at yonder waterfall.520 
 

 
 

Photo of Allt Farannáin (Dabhach Fharannáin) by the author. 
 
 

Comparing this description of Allt Fharannáin with the site as it is preserved today (see 

photo above), it is apparent that its author may have been well acquainted with the waterfall and the 

holy well associated with Farannán. However, although the placename denotes his possession of the 

‘cliff,’521 there is no further mention of Farannán by name. Instead, Allt Fharannáin is described as 

the ‘abode’ of saints and a place at which a synod occurred. There is also no mention of Colum Cille 

 
520 J.G. O’Keefe, ed., Buile Suibhne: The Frenzy of Suibhne. Being the Adventures of Suibhne Geilt: A Middle Irish Romance, Irish 
Texts Society (London: Irish Texts Society, 1913), 135–37. 
521 Here I follow O’Keefe’s translation, but this is also just one meaning of allt, which can also mean ‘height,’ ‘downward 
drop,’ (perhaps referring to the waterfall as shown above?), ‘valley,’ (as used in Caithréim Cellaig – see reference in eDIL), 
or abyss – see: https://dil.ie/3017.  
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or his travels there in the company of his followers as described in Betha Farannáin. The description 

of Allt Fharannáin as the place at which the synod occurred may also be an early reference to a 

tradition about the area which later developed into an understanding that this ‘synod’ was actually 

the well-known synod of Druim Cett. The first few chapters of Betha Farannáin which describe 

Colum Cille’s attendance and role in Druim Cett may serve to demonstrate this. This plays an 

integral role in the structure of Betha Farannáin, and as the Life appears to preserve the tradition not 

only that Farannán was a follower of Colum Cille, but that he may have been involved or in 

attendance at the meeting of Druim Cett.  

In his rendition of the substance of Betha Farannáin into Latin, John Colgan describes that 

Colum Cille returned from Scotland to Ireland to take part in a synod with an assembly of saints (a 

marginal note reads - S. Columba ob certas causas in Hiberniam cum legatis reversi).522 In a footnote 

note to the chapter of the text describing Colum Cille’s attendance of the meeting, he identifies it as 

being the famous synod which occurred in Druim Cett, however he does not include any detail that 

Farannán was present there.523 The identification of the synod as being Druim Cett could indicate 

that Colgan had some further knowledge of the local traditions concerning the saint in Sligo, 

however.524 In his note on the chapter of the Life describing the story of Farannán’s holy well (or 

pool), he comments: “Thereafter it was called Allt Fharannáin  – It is in the same diocese and region 

and today it is frequented by means of the great popular devotion of people on account of the many 

 
522 Colgan, Acta Sanctorum Veteris et Maioris Scotiæ Seu Hiberniæ, Sanctorum Insulæ, 336. 
523 As noted in section 1.4 of the Introduction, there seems to still have been some local belief that Farannán himself was 
present at the meeting of Druim Cett in the company of Colum Cille and the group of saints – this was expounded upon 
by O’Hanlon, who plainly stated that Farannán was there, and notes that his source for this was Colgan’s Vita S. 
Farannani – see: O’Hanlon, Lives of the Irish Saints, I:560. 
524 Note 8 in Colgan’s text reads: “Habeo acta huius concilij, quod Conuentus seu Concilium de Druim cheadd 
appellatur, præsentibus Aedo Rege Hiberniæ, S Columba, & multiis aliis regni proceribus & prælatis circa annum 580” – 
“I have the acts of this council, which is called the Meeting or Council of Druim Cett, in the presence of Áed, king of 
Ireland, St Columba, and many other royal nobles and prelates of the kingdom around the year 580.” Colgan, Acta 
Sanctorum Veteris et Maioris Scotiæ Seu Hiberniæ, Sanctorum Insulæ, 338; See also: J. Neary, ‘Some Notes on Killala Diocese’, 
Journal of the Galway Archaeological and Historical Society 8, no. 1 (1913): 12–38. 
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cures of men and animals which are done in it.”525 This would imply that the waterfall and pool 

underneath it, which is described as having curative properties in Betha Farannáin, was still 

frequented in the 17th century for its curative waters. The reference in Buile Suibhne to Allt 

Fharannáin as an abode of many saints and as the location of a synod could therefore account for 

the later interpretation of such a synod having taken place there as being the meeting of Druim 

Cett.526 

Buile Suibhne is preserved in the manuscript known as the Book of the Ó Duibhgeannáin, or 

RIA MS Stowe B iv 1a, copied by Dáibhí Ó Duibhgeannáin, one of the Four Masters, in the late 17th 

century.527 That Dáibhí demonstrated interest in copying and preserving earlier medieval material 

which otherwise might have been lost, and that this recension was completed in Sligo makes it 

especially noteworthy among the three manuscript witnesses for this text, which also include an 

abbreviated version copied by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh in 1629.528 Despite its preservation in a Sligo 

manuscript, Máirín Ní Dhonnchadha has argued that Buile Suibhne is a text that was composed in 

Leinster by an author associated with a church dedicated to Moling.529 However, her idea that a 

Leinster author would not necessarily need to have specific knowledge of the other areas visited by 

Suibhne in his journey around Ireland and Britain does not account for the reference to Allt 

Fharannáin which appears to have been composed by someone with intimate knowledge of the area. 

In view of this, as well as the fact that no manuscript recension of the text dates to the original 12th 

 
525 Postea Allfarannani appellatus – Est in eadem diœcesi & regione, & hodie magna populi deuotione frequentatur ob 
plurimas quæ inibi fiunt & hominum & iumentorum curationes; Colgan, Acta Sanctorum Veteris et Maioris Scotiæ Seu 
Hiberniæ, Sanctorum Insulæ, 340. 
526 The understanding is that the synod may have actually been held outside of Limavady co. Derry, but this is still 
uncertain; James Fraser, ‘St Columba and the Convention at Druimm Cete: Peace and Politics at Seventh-Century Iona’, 
Early Medieval Europe 15, no. 3 (2007): 315–34. 
527 O’Keefe, Buile Suibhne: The Frenzy of Suibhne. Being the Adventures of Suibhne Geilt: A Middle Irish Romance, xiii–xiv. 
528 ibid., xiii-xiv; Aisling Byrne, ‘A Lost Insular Version of the Romance of “Octavian”’, Medium Ævum 83, no. 2 (2014): 
1; Paul Walsh, ‘David O Duigenan, Scribe’, in Irish Men of Learning: Studies by Father Paul Walsh (Dublin: Three Candles, 
1947), 25–33; Paul Walsh, ‘The Learned Family of O Duigenan’, in Irish Men of Learning: Studies by Father Paul Walsh 
(Dublin: Three Candles, 1947), 6. 
529 Ní Dhonnchadha, ‘The Cult of St Moling and the Making of Buile Suibhne’, 3–5. 
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century date of composition, it is possible that this reference to Allt Fharannáin may have been a 

later addition to the text.  

In his edition of Buile Suibhne, O’Keefe remarked that the three recensions do not appear to 

have been copied from the same source. In this sense, as Ó Duibhgeannáin copied the manuscript 

in Seanchuach (Shancoe), in the barony of Tír Oirill (Tirerill) in Sligo, the description of Suibhne’s 

rest at Allt Fharannáin may have been present in the text from which he made his own copy. 

Alternatively, he simply could have supplied the description of Allt Fharannáin on his own initiative 

especially as Colgan notes, the well was still active as a place for cures in the 17th century.  

A second reference to Allt Fharannáin is found in the poem Imda gablán do Chloind Chuind, 

composed by Giolla Ísu Mac Firbhisigh in the Book of Leacán and addressed to Tadhg Ó Dubhda 

in 1417.530 Although the poem is not attributed to any scribe in the manuscript, Dubhaltach Mac 

Fhirbhisigh remarks that it was composed by Giolla Ísu in his copy.531 The poem, likely written in 

Leacán, details the various landowning septs of Tír Fhiachrach (Tireragh) including those who held 

the land containing Allt Fharannáin at the time, the Uí Rothláin. The quatrain in the Book of Leacán 

reads:    

 Cluain na Cliabach na call curr.  
  Alt Fharannain co fhertaib.  

 O Rothlán nar cruaid am crod. 
  Ag moch dail buair a bidbod  

  
 Cluain na g-Cliabhach of the plump hazels, 
 Allt Fharannáin with its miracles,  

  Ó Rothláin, not stingy concerning cattle 
 Swiftly distributing the cattle of his enemies532 
 

From this it might be understood that the boundary of the land belonging the Uí Rothláin was 

Cluain na gCliabhach, just south of Allt Fharannáin.533 In the text Ó Rothláin is also described as 

 
530 RIA 23 P 2 f. 74r 
531 John O’Donovan, The Genealogies, Tribes, and Customs of Hy-Fiachrach, Commonly Called O’Dowda’s Country (Dublin: Irish 
Archæological Society, 1844), 177. 
532 ibid., 258–59; see also RIA 23 P 2 f. 75v. 
533 See: Cluain na gCliabhrach/Cloonagleavragh in Logainm, https://www.logainm.ie/en/44849. 
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being one of the four ‘chiefs’ of Cúil Chearnadha. The Annals of the Four Masters record the death 

of Amhlaibh Ua Rothláin in 1208 and refer to him as the chief of Calraighe Chúile Cernatan.534 

Dubhaltach Mac Fhirbhisigh additionally recorded from the ‘Dumb Book’ (Leabhar Balbh),535 that the 

territory held by the Uí Rothlain was taken ‘by stealth’ (or treachery - tre mheabhuil) by the Uí 

Mhaonaigh.536   

O’Rothlain ar í a dhúthaidh Cluain na g-Cliabhach, agus Alt Fharannain, gur bheanrad Muintir 
Maonaigh díbh tre mheabhuil nach scríobhtar sund.  
 
The estate of O’Rothlain was Cluain na g-cliabhach and Alt Fharannain, until the family of 
O’Maonaigh deprived them of it by a treachery which shall not be written here.537 
 

If the lands belonging to the Uí Rothláin were taken by the Uí Mhaonaigh by the 15th century, this 

would explain the lack of any reference to them in Betha Farannáín, and potentially accounts for Uí 

Mhaonaigh patronage of the Life. 

3.2 The Background of Betha Farannáin 
 

Betha Farannáin is preserved in Brussels KBR MS 4190-4200, ff. 91v-94v, as copied by 

Míchéal Ó Cléirigh in 1629. It is a short text consisting of 10 sections in a single centred paragraph 

with marginal notes in both Irish and Latin. Ó Cléirigh’s colophon to the text in the manuscript 

reads as follows:  

As leabhrán mheic Seáin Charraigh [U]í Maonaigh .i. comarba Farannáin do ssccriobadh an betha sin Farannáin. 
Do sliocht Dath-Í mac Fiachrach an Seán sin amal derbhus a gheinelaigh atá sccriobhtha ina leabhar féin. A tigh na 
mbrathair ag Drobaois ro sccriobaidh 13 Febru 1629. Meisi Micel bocht brathair. 

  
That Life of Farannán was written from the book of the son of Seán Carrach Ó Maonaigh, that is, the coarb of 
Farannán. That Seán was of the line of Dath-Í son of Fiachra, as his genealogy, which is written in his own 
book, confirms. This was written in the house of the brothers at Drowes, 13 February 1629. I, Mícheál, a 
mendicant friar.  

 
534 "Amlaibh Ua Rothláin taoisech Calraighe Chúile Cernatan do marbhadh la h-Ua Móráin“ – Auliffe O’Rothlain, Chief 
of Calry of Coolcarney, was slain by O’Moran; and another death of an Ó Rothláin is recorded in 1337; O’Donovan, 
Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the Year 1616, vol. 3, 
160–61, 560. 
535 Copied by Séamus Mac Fhirbhisigh in the 15th century. 
536 O’Donovan, The Genealogies, Tribes, and Customs of Hy-Fiachrach, Commonly Called O’Dowda’s Country, 170; Nollaig Ó 
Muraíle, The Celebrated Antiquary Dubhaltach Mac Fhirbhisigh (c. 1600-71), Maynooth Monographs (Maynooth: An Sagart, 
1996), 44. 
537 O’Donovan, The Genealogies, Tribes, and Customs of Hy-Fiachrach, Commonly Called O’Dowda’s Country, 170–71. 
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Although he states that he copied the Life in Drobhaois, from this it can be understood that Ó 

Cléirigh received the book containing the Life from the descendants of the coarb of Allt Fharannáin, 

who probably held it among their prized possessions. Although Ó Cléirigh’s colophon offers a clue 

as to from where the text may have originated, its authorship is less clear, although the proximity of 

Allt Fharannáin to the late medieval scribal school at Leacán should not be ignored. With this in 

mind, Nollaig Ó Muraíle reminds us that Ó Cléirigh was a contemporary of Dubhaltach Mac 

Fhirbhisigh, and that he may have encountered him while collecting this Life in Sligo.  

Could Míchél Ó Cléirigh and Dubhaltach perhaps have been in Ballymacegan together? Alas! We 
can only speculate. We do not even know if the two scholars ever met, but it is interesting to note 
that in two separate instances their handwriting has ended up between the covers of the same 
book – ‘the Rule of St. Clare’ and the Book of Genealogies. And in the course of his extensive 
travels in search of material relating to Irish hagiography, Brother Míchél visited Tireragh some 
time prior to 13 February 1629; he obtained there a copy of the Life of St Farannán belonging to 
the son of Seán Carrach Ó Maonaigh, coarb of Farannán. Was Dubhaltach Óg Mac Fhirbhisigh, 
one wonders, at that time living at Lackan, which is about seven miles west of Farannán’s shrine at 
Alt Fharannáin/Alternan? If he was, surely he must have known of the visit to Tireragh of the 
Donegal scholar-friar.538  
 

Ó Muraíle further remarks that Ó Cléirigh may have made a “rough” copy of the Life from the 

book of the Uí Mhaonaigh while visiting Tír Fhiachrach which he took with him to Drobhaois.539 

3.3 The Uí Mhaonaigh, the Uí Dhubhda, and the Uí Fhiachrach Muaidhe  

 
As Seán Carrach Ó Maonaigh was the son of the coarb of Farannán, it is unsurprising that 

he possessed a copy of the saint’s Life. However, only four sections of Betha Farannáin preserve any 

reference to the local traditions and family associated with this saint. Following the marginal chapter 

notations in the manuscript, these are chapters 6, 7, 9, and 10. In chapter 6,540 after attending the 

meeting of Druim Cett, Colum Cille travels to southern Sligo in the company of the group of saints 

 
538 Ó Muraíle, The Celebrated Antiquary Dubhaltach Mac Fhirbhisigh (c. 1600-71), 64. 
539 ibid., 67. 
540 Vol. 2 p. 7-10. 
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by way of Tráigh na Mná Mairbe, or Tráigh álainn Eothuile (see also map below).541 He leaves 

Adomnán with the blessing to found a church in Scrín Adomnáin, and reaches Allt Fharannáin 

where the group is met by Tiopraite mac Maol Dúin. According to the text, Tiopraite is the king of 

the Uí Fhiachrach Muaidhe, and grants land to Colum Cille specifically meant for the foundation of 

the churches of Adomnán and Farannán, who are presumably travelling in his company. Evidence 

for Tiopraite’s own kingship is lacking, though his son Dúnchad, also mentioned in the text, is said 

to have been the king of Connacht for four years, until his death in the battle of Corann.542 This 

description of a land-grant to Colum Cille and Farannán is crucial to the background of this text as 

the Uí Mhaonaigh were said to have been the descendants of Teimhin mac Maol Dubh (Dúin), the 

brother of Tiopraite.543 This association is confirmed by Ó Cléirigh’s note that Seán Carrach was 

descended from the line of Dath-Í mac Fiachrach. Tiopraite’s own genealogy is preserved as 

“Tiopraite son Maol Dúin son of Fiachra Ealgach son of Dath-Í” in the text. This could indicate 

that his inclusion in the text was due to his genealogical connection to the coarb of the Uí 

Mhaonaigh. It may also suggest that, by local tradition, he was the original guarantor of the land 

upon which the church associated with Farannán was founded.  

The account of Tiopraite’s bestowal of the churches is repeated in chapter 9,544 wherein 

 
541 Now Beltra Strand, in the bay at the mouth of the Ballysadare River, co. Sligo, an important landmark also mentioned 
in the Annals of the Four Masters as being plundered by the son of Felim in 1279, and again as the place of victory of 
Domhnall mac Muircetaigh Uí Concobhair in 1367; O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of 
Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the Year 1616, vol. 3, 332, 636; O’Donovan, The Genealogies, Tribes, and 
Customs of Hy-Fiachrach, Commonly Called O’Dowda’s Country, 117; Elizabeth FitzPatrick and Joseph Fenwick, ‘The 
Gathering Place of Tír Fhiachrach? Archaeological and Folkloric Investigations at Aughris, Co. Sligo’, Proceedings of the 
Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature 101C, no. 3 (2001): 78; It is also mentioned in the life of Aodh 
Ruadh Ó Domhnaill; Paul Walsh, Beatha Aodha Ruaidh Uí Dhomhnaill, as Leabhar Lughaidh Uí Chlérigh: The Life of Aodh 
Ruadh O Domhnaill, Transcribed from the Book of Lughaidh Ó Clérigh, vol. 1, Irish Texts Society 42 (Dublin: Irish Texts 
Society, 1948), 112. 
542 Nollaig Ó Muraíle, Leabhar Mór na nGenealach: The Great Book of Irish Genealogies. Compiled (1645-66) by Dubhaltach Mac 
Fhirbhisigh, vol. 5 (Dublin: De Burca, 2003), 683; Dúnchad Muirisci appears to have had multiple genealogies attributed 
to him, however, as he is described in AU and AT as the son of Maol Dúin/Dubh, rather than Tiopraite - see, for 
example Mac Airt and Mac Niocaill, The Annals of Ulster, to AD 1131, 148; Mac Niocaill, ‘The Annals of Tigernach’, 206. 
543 Ó Muraíle, Leabhar Mór na nGenealach: The Great Book of Irish Genealogies. Compiled (1645-66) by Dubhaltach Mac 
Fhirbhisigh, 5:597. 
544 Vol 2, p. 9-10 
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Colum Cille is again described as performing a circuit of the North of Ireland in the company of the 

saints of Ireland. Both passages refer to Tiopraite as the king of Uí Fhiachrach Muaidhe, and a 

descendant of Dath-Í son of Fiachra. In this second account, Tiopraite is described as leaving three 

churches to his three companions and confrères, namely, Farannán, Adomnán, and Cuanna. 

7 ro ardthiodhlaic Tiopraite tri h-eccailsi onóracha  tri reiclesa ronaomhta do Choluimcille ⁊ da 
naomhaibh. As iadso na h-ecclaisi sin .i. Sccrin oirdeirc Admnáin, ⁊ Alt fiorálainn Farannáin, ⁊ Cill 
caomhálainn Cuanna ar bord na h-Iascaidhe. 
 
Tiopraite bequeathed and nobly bestowed three honourable churches and three very holy monastic 
churches to Colum Cille and to his saints. They were: the shrine of celebrated Adomnán, and 
foundation of truly beautiful Farannán, and the church of fair and lovely Cuanna on the border of the 
Iasca. 

 
Though Baoithín is also present in their company, it should be noted that there is no mention of the 

foundation of his church in Teampall Baoith(ín) (Templeboy).545 Travelling west towards Easky one 

passes through the modern towns of Scrín Adomnáin (Skreen) and Teampall Baoith before coming 

to Allt Farannáin (Farannán), where the three districts converge (see map below). From this we 

might understand that Colum Cille and his company of saints travelled southwards along the coast 

of Sligo, stopping along the way to found the churches mentioned.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
545 “The Parish of Templeboy is by the Irish speaking people called Teampall Baothain (Teampall Buidhe, common 
pron.) from St Baothain”; Michael Herity, Ordnance Survey Lettters Sligo: Letters Relating to the Antiquities of the County of Sligo 
Containing Information Collected during the Progress of the Ordnance Survey in 1836 and 1837 (Dublin: Fourmasters Press, 2010), 
310–11. 
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Map: Farannán and other saints associated with Colum Cille in Tireragh co. Sligo 

 

Given that there are three consecutive placenames in this part of Tír Fhiachrach associated with 

saints who had close connections with Colum Cille, one may also expect the inclusion of an account 

of the foundation of Baoithín’s church. 

As the version of this narrative in chapter 6546 does not include any mention of Cuanna or  

his church outside of Easky, the two accounts may originate from different sources. This seems 

probable given that Baoithín was acknowledged to have been the local saint, and patron of its 

medieval church as demonstrated through the placename. As Betha Farannáin depicts Baoithín as a 

saint in Colum Cille’s company, it does not seem impossible that references to the establishment of 

his church alongside the others may have been lost in transmission, altered to include St Cuanna, or 

simply omitted altogether in order to emphasise the closer associations between Farannán, Colum 

 
546 Vol 2, p.7-8 
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Cille, and Adomnán.  

This idea of multiple sources seems more possible as the second half of chapter 9 appears to 

place the foundation of Allt Fharannáin within its ‘historical’ context: 

agus a ccionn aimsire imceine na dhiaigh sin. .i. a ccionn cuicc cagus bliadhna gabhais Catal Croibderg úa 
Concobar righe Connacht d’aimhdeoin Gall ⁊ Gaoidheal ⁊ ro gabh treisi ar fhonn úa fFiachrach ⁊ cuiris 
ferann manach an chuiccidh uile le Cnoc morálainn Muaidhe ⁊ ro cengail All fíorálainn Farannáin ris, 
agus ata mar sin ó sin ille. Conadh í bethaa Farannáin go n-uicce sin. 
 
A very long time after, that is, after five hundred years; Cathal Croibderg ua Concobair, king of 
Connacht took unwilling Gael and Gall, and took possession of the land of the Uí Fhiachrach and he 
established the monastic land of the whole province as far as Cnoc Muaidhe and truly beautiful Allt 
Fharannáin was bound with it; and it is like that until the present time. This is the Life of Farannán up 
to this point. 
 

This would again place the existence of Farannán and the foundation of his church in the early 

medieval period, far before the rise of Cathal Croibderg as ruler over Connacht.547 The narrative 

found in both chapters is provides the background of Farannán’s arrival to what would eventually 

become the place of his church and holy well. In both versions, Farannán is given canonical right to 

the land and is entitled to the foundation of his church due to his direct connection with Colum 

Cille. The differing details, such as the reference to Cathal Croibderg, could also indicate that these 

two chapters discussed were inserted into the Life from separate sources, especially as they repeat 

essentially the same origin narrative. 

With this in consideration, if Betha Farannáin is a saint’s Life composed as late as the 16th 

century, the inclusion of Tiopraite mac Maol Dúin, the “king” of Uí Fhiachrach Muaidhe is a 

strategic one. The Uí Dhubhda claimed descent from Dath-Í (Nath-í) son of Fiachra, the son of the 

progenitor of both branches of the Uí Fhiachrach.548 This same lineage is found in the genealogical 

 
547 Although this author appears to have some knowledge of Cathal Croibderg foundation of the Abbey of Knockmoy 
(Cnoc Muaidhe), where he was buried as a Cistercian – see: Freeman, Annála Connacht, A.D. 1224-1544, 2–5. 
548 Fiachra Ealgach, whose son Amalgaid was said to have raised the carn at which the Uí Dhubhda and the races of 
Fiachra would be inaugurated; Elizabeth FitzPatrick, Royal Inauguration in Gaelic Ireland c. 1100-1600: A Cultural Landscape 
Study (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2004), 74; Francis J. Byrne, Irish Kings and High-Kings (Dublin: Four Court Press, 2001), 
298; Ó Muraíle, Leabhar Mór na nGenealach: The Great Book of Irish Genealogies. Compiled (1645-66) by Dubhaltach Mac 
Fhirbhisigh, 5:681. 
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record for Tiopraite and the coarb of Farannán. The second version of the narrative discussed 

mentions that Tiopraite arrives with his son Dúnchad, who, as mentioned earlier, became king of 

Connacht for four years in the 7th century. Known as Dúnchad Muirisci, he fathered Innreachtach 

mac Dúnchadh, who is also recorded as having been king of Connacht for two years until he was 

slain by the king of Cenél nEógain in 707.549  The following successors of the kingship of Connacht 

and the Uí Fhiachrach Múaidhe were also said to have been direct descendants of Dúnchad.  

Furthermore, the brothers and sons of the first king of Uí Fhiachrach Muaidhe, Connmhach 

son of Donn Cothaid, Caomhán and Dubhda, are also of importance in this discussion. Although 

Caomhán was the elder brother of the two, Dubhaltach Mac Fhir Bhisigh notes that he was deemed 

ill-suited by God to become king, and instead became progenitor of the Uí Chaomháin, one of the 

septs of northern Connacht.550 Dubhda son of Connmhach became king of Uí Fhiachrach Múaidhe, 

and posthumously, the eponym of the Uí Dhubhda (O’Dowd) sept when it was adopted by Aodh 

Ua Dubhda in the 10th century. Although the Uí Mhaonaigh, the coarb of Allt Fharannáin, are 

described in Dubhaltach Mac Fhir Bhisigh’s genealogy as being part of “Clann Teimhin,”551 this is a 

clear attempt by the author of the text to associate Farannán and his coarb with one of the earliest 

patriarchs of the Uí Dhubhda. This connection may further indicate the motivation for the 

authorship of this text.  

 
549 “Indrechtach rí Teora Connacht mortuus est. Feargal mac Maile Duin rí Ceneoil Eogain rí h-Érenn & Feargal mac 
Loingsig rí Ceneoil Conaill & Conall Mend rí Ceneoil Caipri occiderunt eum” – “Innrechtach king of the three 
Connachts died. King of Connacht Feargal son of Mael Dúin king of Cenél Eoghain king of Eireann, and Feargal son of 
Loingseach king of Cenél Conaill and Conall Menn king of Cenél Cairbre killed him”; Stokes, ‘The Annals of Tigernach 
[Part 2]’, 220; Mac Niocaill, ‘The Annals of Tigernach’. 
550 Ó Muraíle, Leabhar Mór Na nGenealach: The Great Book of Irish Genealogies. Compiled (1645-66) by Dubhaltach Mac 
Fhirbhisigh, 5:597. 
551 “Maol Dubh s. Fiachrach Ealga had three sons, Cobhthach, Teimhean, and Tiobraide”; O’Donovan, The Genealogies, 
Tribes, and Customs of Hy-Fiachrach, Commonly Called O’Dowda’s Country, 106; "Teimhin s. Maol Dubh, from whom are 
Clanna Teimhin, i.e. Uí Mhuirgheasa and Uí Mhaonaigh and Meic Giolla Riabhaigh, Uí Aodha and Uí Dhonnchadha" - 
"Temin, mac Maoilduibh, o-táíd Clanna Temin, .i. Uí Muirgheasa, agus Uí Mhaonaigh, agus Meic Giolla riabhaigh, Uí 
Aodha, agus Uí Dhonnchadha"; Ó Muraíle, Leabhar Mór na nGenealach: The Great Book of Irish Genealogies. Compiled (1645-
66) by Dubhaltach Mac Fhirbhisigh, 5:597. 
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3.4 A Clann Fhir Bhisigh Origin? 

 
Clann Fhir Bhisigh were the hereditary historians of the Uí Dhubhda of Uí Fhiachrach 

Muaidhe, two prominent members of which have already been mentioned in this chapter. Their own 

eponymous ancestor cannot be determined with certainty. However, Amlaím Mór Mac Firbisig, who 

died in 1138, was probably his son.552 As Nollaig Ó Muraíle noted:  

The terms used in the obit of Amlaím Mór mac Firbisig are interesting: he is described as ollam of all Uí 
Fhiachrach in senchus and filighecht, as a wise cleric holding many livings, and finally, as ‘the choice of [the 
monastic community of] Cong.’ This combination of the professions of historian and poet with a clerical post 
of some eminence may have significance in relation to the thorny question of the origin of the hereditary 
learned families of late medieval Gaelic Ireland.553 
 

The members of the family whose names are mentioned in the annals are almost all linked with Uí 

Fhiachrach Muaidhe, and their crucial connection is further demonstrated through the role of Mac 

Fhir Bhisigh in the inauguration of the Uí Dhubhda as preserved in Leabhar Mór Leacán.554 

Dubhaltach Mac Fhir Bhisigh and Giolla Íosa Mór Mac Fhir Bhisigh, the principal scribe of the 

manuscript just mentioned, have already been briefly discussed in this chapter in terms of their 

preservation of some record of Allt Fharannáin and its connection with the Uí Mhaonaigh. In view 

of these circumstances, the possibility that Betha Farannáin may have originated through the 

patronage enjoyed by Clann Fhir Bhisigh from the Uí Dhubhda/Uí Fhiachrach Muaidhe should be 

considered. 

 One manuscript recension of Caithréim Cellaig (Beatha Cheallaig) may provide some insight 

into Clann Fhir Bhisigh's interest in the preservation of hagiography. The earliest surviving 

manuscripts copied by members of Clann Fhir Bhisigh date from the late 14th to early 15th centuries, 

during which time Giolla Íosa Mór led the scribal school at Leacán. As discussed earlier, Leabhar Mór 

 
552 Ó Muraíle, The Celebrated Antiquary Dubhaltach Mac Fhirbhisigh (c. 1600-71), 2. 
553 ibid., 2 
554 Ibid., 3–5 
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Leacán preserves a reference to Allt Fharannáin in Imda gablán do chloinn Chuinn, which was composed 

by Giolla Íosa Mór himself. The manuscript connected with the Meic Fhir Bhisigh which contains 

Caithréim Cellaig, Dublin NLI MS G 4, was originally part of the Yellow Book of Leacán.555 YBL is 

the second of the earliest manuscripts completed under Giolla Íosa’s supervision in Leacán. 

However, Tomás Ó Concheanainn demonstrated that there is no evidence of his hand within the 

separated section that contains Caithréim Cellaig. He ultimately determined that its scribe must have 

been Giolla Íosa Mór’s son, Tomás Cam Mac Fhir Bhisigh, whose name and hand are found both in 

the Leabhar Mór Leacán and YBL.556  

While Máire Herbert has demonstrated that the text was likely to have been composed in 

Clonmacnoise in the 12th century, or by an individual affiliated with the monastery, its focus on the 

northern Uí Fhiachrach may have drawn the interest of the Mac Fir Bhisigh. This seems especially 

possible, as she states: “[w]e may characterize CC as a chronicle in microcosm, tracing the careers of 

three members of a sixth-century North Connacht royal family.”557 As the dwelling of Guaire in the 

text is situated near the River Moy, within the territory of the northern Uí Fhiachrach, this account 

of Cellach’s activities in the area may have been the cause for the text’s preservation in this Sligo 

manuscript.558 Therefore, there is some question as to whether Caithréim Cellaig is a truly 

hagiographical text as it was named by Mícheál Ó Cléirigh in his copy. 

Although Cellach son of Eógan Bél, the protagonist of the tale, is elevated to the status of 

bishop, Herbert suggests that his journey to this role and to eventual violent martyrdom is atypical 

of hagiography. While, as she says, this is especially evident insofar as his death is predicted (and 

perhaps caused) through the curse of St Ciarán of Clonmacnoise, “the text nevertheless calls on 

 
555 From here I refer to this manuscript as YBL, where the ‘Book of Lecan’ is referred to as Leabhar Mór Leacán.  
556 Tomás Ó Concheanainn, ‘Gilla Ísa Mac Fir Bhisigh and a Scribe of His School’, Ériu 25 (1974): 169–71. 
557 Máire Herbert, ‘Caithéim Cellaig: Some Literary and Historical Considerations’, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 49–50, 
no. 1 (1997): 322. 
558 Ibid., 323; Tomás Ó Concheanainn, ‘Nótaí ar an Idirthéacs i mBeatha Cheallaig’, Éigse 11 (1964): 35–38. 
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conventional hagiographical topoi to signal that Cellach gained the status of saint.”559 She further 

argues that the atypical way in which Cellach is portrayed in the text is due to an interest by the 

author in asserting the dominance of Ciarán of Clonmacnoise, thereby suggesting that the text is of 

Clonmacnoise provenance. 

 Another problem lies in the identification of Cellach as a saint who was venerated in Cill Ala 

(Killala) where he is said to have become bishop. A feast day for a saint named Ceallán is marked on 

the 1st of May in three martyrologies, where he is said to have been the son of Éogan Bél of the Uí 

Fhiachrach, the same individual that is crucial to the story of Caithreim Cellaig.560 That saint was 

assumed to have been Cellach by 17th century scholars in Louvain, and more recently by Pádraig Ó 

Riain. He further suggests that the saint may have provided the eponym for two placenames found 

in Uí Fhiachrach territory, Ceall Cheallaigh (Kilkelly), county Mayo, and Dísert Ceallaigh (Isertkelly), 

county Galway.561 On the other hand, evidence of a cult to this saint is lacking. Máire Herbert has 

suggested that the elevation of Cellach to sainthood may reflect a conflation with two possible 

individuals associated with Connacht found in Leabhar Mór Leacán. She draws attention to the 

compelling reference to Ailill Inbanda, a son of Éogan Bél, which relates his death “through red 

martyrdom.” However, she concluded that the elevation of Cellach to a bishop and sainthood is due 

to local interest in advocating the reformation of the church in the 12th century. The association of 

Cellach with Ciarán and Clonmacnoise is intentional, as she states: “[t]hat the CC author who was a 

partisan of Ciarán should propose the model of a North Connacht bishop who retained monastic 

and Clonmacnoise associations is eminently comprehensible, therefore, in the light of contemporary 

history.”562 

 
559 Herbert, ‘Caithréim Cellaig: Some Literary and Historical Considerations’, 325. 
560 ibid., 328 
561 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 161. 
562 Herbert, ‘Caithréim Cellaig: Some Literary and Historical Considerations’, 330. 
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While this text may not have originated in North Connacht, its preservation of the 

dindshenchas of the area may again have attracted the interest of Clann Fhir Bhisigh. Although the 

designation of Beatha Cheallaig is unique to Míchéal Ó Cléirigh’s recension of the text, its presence 

within a manuscript produced in Leacán could provide an example of the copying of hagiographical 

material by the scribal family. While Betha Farannáin as preserved by Ó Cléirigh appears to have been 

compiled in the 16th century, using the case of Caithreim Cellaig as possible evidence for Clann Fhir 

Bhisigh interest in hagiography, some portions of the text may have originally been copied or 

composed by a scribe of the school in Leacán. This would account for the preservation of local 

traditions to Farannán, as well as some knowledge of Allt Fharannáin and its coarb, which is 

referenced, as discussed earlier in this chapter, in other texts attributed to Giolla Íosa Mac Fhir 

Bhisigh. That NLI MS G 4, which was originally part of YBL, was copied by his son, could also 

provide additional evidence of multiple scribes who may have been interested in copying 

hagiographical texts. However, it is impossible to determine as to what state the Life may have been 

in  when provided by the coarb of Farannán to Míchéal Ó Cléirigh. As Ó Cléirigh received the text 

in 1629 and Gilla Íosa’s references to the placename date to at least two centuries prior to that date, 

some time remains unaccounted for in terms of the compilation of the Life during the 16th century. 

It seems most likely, as Ó Cléirigh says that he received the Life from the son of Farannán’s coarb, 

to have been completed for the Uí Mhaonaigh to enable them to legitimise their claim to their 

territory. This seems especially possible considering that, as noted above, they are said to have 

gained Allt Farannáin by ‘treachery’ from the Uí Rothláin. It is unclear as to whether a Life of 

Farannán already existed, or was newly composed on their behalf, or compiled out of already extant 

materials.  

Caithreim Cellaig also refers to another ‘saint’ who appears in the company of the renowned 

Ciarán of Clonmacnoise. As the tale borrows from Patrician hagiographical material, it is possible 
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that the references to other saints in Betha Farannáin may have been modelled upon the portrayal of 

Cellach’s exploits in this text. This could account for the grant of churchland to Farannán and 

Adomnán by Colum Cille with the permission of Tiopraite mac Maol Dúin, an allusion that was 

perhaps inserted by a Mac Fhir Bhisigh scribe in the interests of the Uí Mhaonaigh or Uí Dhubhda.  

However, some material in the Life that connects Farannán to Colum Cille appears to have 

been added by Ó Cléirigh himself rather than having been produced in Sligo. In this respect, one 

need only recall that Betha Farannáin shares a passage with Betha Beraigh and Betha Adamnáin, texts 

that are both preserved in the same manuscript. This might indicate that the Life as preserved in the 

book owned by the Uí Mhaonaigh was indeed fragmentary, and that Ó Cléirigh found himself 

having to fill the gaps left behind.   

3.5 The Hagiographical Structure of Betha Farannáin 
 
 

This563 section of the chapter will now consider the potential sources of the material Betha 

Farannáin shares with other medieval and Early Modern texts. The table in the second volume of this 

thesis presents the ten chapters of the Life in comparison to several texts of the Columban 

hagiographical tradition, Do mháithribh na náomh (a genealogical tract on the mothers of the saints), 

and three other Lives which, while also preserved elsewhere, were copied by Ó Cléirigh and are 

found in either KBR MS 2324-40 or KBR MS 4190-4200. As it survives, and as discussed in the 

previous section, Betha Farannáin appears to be a composite text, incorporating both the local 

traditions of Farannán as well as readapting from other hagiographical sources, either to bolster 

Farannán’s status as a saint, or simply to ‘fill the gaps.’ This section will therefore focus on the 

chapters which present these textual parallels. 

 

 
563 see Vol 2, p. 11 for a comparative table of shared material in Betha Farannáin 
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3.5.1 Columban material in Betha Farannáin  

 
 The second chapter564 of Betha Farannáin consists of the poem Fuil súil nglas, and a brief 

account of Colum Cille’s departure from Ireland to found Iona.  

Ro fhaccaib Colum Cille Ére ar ulc re feraibh Erenn tre fheircc adhbail móir, agas tucc luighe ⁊ lain-mionna nach 
faicfedh a shúile, ⁊ nach cluinfedh a cluasa fer no ben i nErinn ⁊ ro comhailledh sin leis treimsi fada, amhail 
dherbhas an rand: 
 

  Fuil súil n-glais,  
déchus Erinn tar a hais, 

  Nochan fhaicfe iarmótha  
  Fir Érenn nás a mná. 
 

agas da dherbadh sin ro chuir anart cíartha tar a shuilibh ⁊ tapar cíara ina cluasaibh, ⁊ do chúaidh tar muir in Albain 
go ndeachaidh go hÍ Choluim Chille gur bhennaigh (hi).  
 
Colum Cille left Ireland in great anger to cause detriment to the men of Ireland, and he gave an oath and an 
asservation that his eyes wouldn’t see and his ears wouldn’t hear man or woman in Ireland; and that was 
fulfilled by him for a long time, as the quatrain affirms: 
  

  There is a blue eye 
  that gazes back at Ireland, 
  It will never see again 
  the men of Ireland nor her women. 

 
and to prove that he put waxed linen cloth over his eyes and a wax taper in his ears and went over (the) sea 
in(to) Scotland and went to Iona and blessed it. 
 

Fuil súil nglas is a Middle Irish poem attributed to Colum Cille which is also found in the preface to 

Amrae Coluimb Chille, the Middle Irish Betha Coluim Cille, and Beatha Colaim Chille.565 Both ACC and 

CC provide a parallel account of the poem and its related anecdote of Colum Cille’s departure from 

Ireland. The version in the “annex” to the Middle Irish Life (as categorized by Máire Herbert) details 

that this verse was a prophecy that he made upon his arrival in Scotland: 

Is amlaid immorro tanic Colum Cille anoir 7 breit ciartha tara shúilib 7 a culpait tairis anuass 7 a at in 
cochall tairiside sis ar dáig nach faicfed firu Erenn nacha a mna. Uair ro tairngir reme in tan do-cuaid a 
nAlbain ar tús 7 adubairt in rann:  
 

   Fil suil nglais  
fhéchus Erinn tara ais, 

 
564 Vol 2, p. 3-4 
565 Máire Herbert, ‘Becoming an Exile: Colum Cille in Middle-Irish Poetry’, in Heroic Poets and Poetic Heroes in Celtic 
Tradition: Studies in Honor of Patrick K. Ford, ed. Joseph Falaky Nagy and Leslie Ellen Jones, vol. 3–4, CSANA Yearbook 
(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2005), 131–40; R. I. Best and O. J. Bergin, eds., Lebor Na hUidre: Book of the Dun Cow 
(Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, & Co., 1929), 11; Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia 
of Columba, 243, 266; O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, 198. 
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 is ni faicfe armothá  
 firu Erenn nach a mná 
 
In this manner Colum Cille came, with a cerecloth over his eyes, and his cowl down over it, and the 
hood of his cloak lowered over that, so that he might not see the men of Ireland nor its women. This 
was because he had prophesied thus when he first went to Scotland, and said this verse:  
 

There is a grey eye 
 that looks back at Ireland, 

and it will not see thereafter  
 the men of Ireland nor its women566 
 

The account preserved in the preface to ACC is presented as a seemingly third person account of 

what is said with regards to Colum Cille’s departure from Ireland to Scotland.  

Ocus iss ed atberat nocon facca Colum cille Hérenn intan-sin, ar no bid anart ciartha dara suilib, ocus 
is ed fotera sin, ar rog ell remi ic dul taris nad faiccbeth Hérind o shain immach, dicens: 

 
Fuil suil nglaiss,  
fegas Herind dara haiss, 
nocon faiccbe iarmotha, 
firu Herenn nach a mna 

 
And they say that Columba saw not Ireland then, for a cerecloth used to be over his eyes, the reason 
thereof being that when passing Ireland he promised that he would never see he it thenceforth, dicens: 

 
There is a gray eye,  
that looks back at Erin: 
Never hereafter shall it see 
Erin’s men nor their women567 

 
The version in Ó Cléirigh’s recension of Betha Farannáin notes that Colum Cille not only put a 

‘cerecloth’ over his eyes in order to never see Ireland again, but also wax in his ears, to never hear 

the men or women of Ireland. It is inarguable that this chapter of Betha Farannáin has been inserted 

from another source. A clue as to its origin may be found in chapter four, where, in describing 

Colum Cille’s resolution of the matters brought before him at the meeting of Druim Cett (although 

the meeting is not mentioned by name), the hagiographer adds: “And Colum Cille settled every 

difficult task as it is related in the Life of Colum Cille and in the Amra Cholm Cille.” This would 

indicate that the hagiographer was well acquainted with both texts, and may have had access to one 

 
566 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 244, 266. 
567 Stokes, ‘The Bodleian Amra Coluim Chille’, 38–39. 
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or both of them in completing Farannán’s Life.  

 A recension of Amrae Coluimb Chille is preserved in Lebor na hUidre, an 11th century 

manuscript of east Ulster origin.568  The manuscript was held in Clonmacnoise, but removed, as 

argued by Tomás Ó Conncheanainn, in the 12th century, when the monastery became Augustinian. 

It was likely held in north Connacht after this point, and then taken to Tír Chonaill, where it was 

prized by the Cenél Conaill for its copy of Amrae Coluimb Chille.569 It was held for ransom by the Uí 

Chonchobhair of Cairpre and taken to Sligo in 1359. It was slightly restored in 1380 on behalf of 

Domhnaill mac Muircheartaigh Uí Chonchobhair, but recovered in 1470 by Aodh Ruadh Ó 

Domhnaill, and returned to Tír Chonaill. This would account for the presence in Sligo of at least 

one copy of Amrae Coluimb Chille that contained Fuil súil nglas and accompanying material.  

 As the manuscript was returned to Tír Chonaill after a century in Sligo, another attractive 

possibility is that this chapter was added by Ó Cléirigh when he compiled the Life at Drobhais in 

1629. We know that Ó Cléirigh had access to Lebor na hUidre, and copied some of the Columban 

material preserved in the manuscript. Ó Cléirigh copied Betha Adamnáin and Fís Adamnáin in 1628, 

and Cáin Adomnáin in 1627, though he notes after his recension of Fís Adamnáin in KBR 4190-4200 

that he also had Cáin Adomnáin in his possession at that time. The latter texts are compellingly 

preserved in the same manuscript collection as Betha Farannáin. The colophon to Fís Adamnáin is 

most relevant to this discussion: “Finis sliocht Liubair na hUidre innsin, ag Drobaois 1 Maii, 

1628.”570 This futher suggests that Ó Cléirigh copied some Columban material out of Lebor na 

hUidre. It also could provide a direct source for the shared material in Betha Farannáin, which Ó 

Cléirigh may have used, as said earlier, to fill gaps in a fragmentary Life of Farannán as he received it 

 
568 Tomás Ó Concheanainn, ‘Textual and Historical Associations of Leabhar Na hUidhre’, Éigse, no. 29 (1996): 65–120. 
569 Nollaig Ó Muraíle, ‘Notes on Lebor Na hUidre’s Later History, Including Its Connacht Sojourn, 1359–1470’, in Lebor 
Na hUidre, Codices Hibernenses Eximii 1 (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2015), 183–206; Ó Concheanainn, ‘Textual and 
Historical Associations of Leabhar Na hUidhre’, 70–73. 
570 KBR 4190-4200, f. 46r 
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in his travels in Sligo.  

 Unlike Fís Adamnáin, Ó Cléirigh does not indicate that any part of Betha Farannáin was copied 

from another manuscript such as Lebor na hUidre. Despite this, it is evident in his corpus of surviving 

materials that he was keenly interested in collecting and preserving Columban materials. The name 

of the aforementioned Scrín (Adamnáin) nearby to Allt Fharannáin is perhaps indicative of its 

origins. A shrine was traditionally (although ahistorically) understood to have been made by 

Adomnán on Iona. It was supposedly brought to Ireland in 726 to broker peace between the Cenél 

Conaill and Cenél nÉogain, returned to Iona in 729, and was in Sligo by 977.571 Brendan Jennings 

noted that the name of the Sligo parish originated from the shrine, although a church dedicated to 

Adomnán was in the townland according to ordnance survey maps.572 The poem known as A 

maccucáin, sruith in tíag, describes the supposed relics of the shrine as collected by Adomnán. Ó 

Cléirigh copied this poem twice. The first version is preserved in KBR MS 2324-40 under this title, 

and he notes that he copied it in Drogheda in 1627. The second copy in 4190-4200 is given the 

heading “Don scrín Adhamhnán cc,” and was made on 27 February 1629. As the text was copied 

just two weeks after Ó Cléirigh completed Betha Farannáin, could he have become more aware of the 

name and its tradition in his travels, and added the heading to the text accordingly? This would be 

impossible to prove but it is possible that Ó Cléirigh could have passed through Scrín in his travels, 

especially considering its proximity to Allt Fharannáin. The copying of this text, which Jennings 

referred to as Scrín Adomnáin, along with Fís Adomnáin and Cáin Adomnáin, at the very least 

demonstrates Ó Cléirigh’s interest in the Adomnán and his legacy as Colum Cille’s hagiographer. 

 

 
 

 
571 Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain, 44. 
572 ibid., 45 
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3.5.2. Míchéal Ó Cléirigh as hagiographer 

 
It has been demonstated that the collection and remodelling of hagiography and the the 

bolstering of saints’ cults in the 17th century was done as part of the Counter-Reformation.573 The 

Franciscans of Louvain were notable for their work as historians specialising in the antiquity of 

Ireland during this period. Seeking to demonstrate the value, from their perspective, of the 

underappreciated history of Ireland to the continent, they began collecting hagiography, following 

the methods of Jean Bollandus. Bollandus gave his name to the Bollandists, who formulated their 

hagiographical methods by compiling all relevant documents they could find, including local 

traditions and folklore.574 Bernadette Cunningham notes that the saints’ Lives collected in their work 

were Irish saints who were well-known and whose traditions were well documented. She explains: 

“In the Reformation controversy, antiquity implied significance, and continuity with the tradition of 

an ‘island of saints and scholars’ was the point at issue.”575 In keeping with this methodological 

approach, Ó Cleirigh was instructed to gather every book he could find containing the Lives of Irish 

saints, as well as their illustrious and royal genealogies.576 Salvador Ryan states that he was obliged to 

copy what he found exactly as he received it, ‘without emendation.’577 Despite this, “he repeatedly 

expressed a desire to be more critical in his use of the available material than the instructions of his 

Louvain-based superiors allowed. He had been dispatched to Ireland to assemble, not to distil, and 

 
573 Salvador Ryan, ‘Steadfast Saints or Malleable Models? Seventeenth-Century Irish Hagiography Revisited’, The Catholic 
Historical Review 91 (2005): 251–77; Bernadette Cunningham and Raymond Gillespie, ‘“The Most Adaptable of Saints”: 
The Cult of St Patrick in the Seventeenth Century’, Archivium Hibernicum 49 (1995): 82–104. 
574 Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain, 209; Hippolyte Delehaye, The Work of the 
Bollandists Through Three Centuries 1615-1915 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1922); Felice Lifshitz, ‘Beyond 
Positivism and Genre: “Hagiographical” Texts as Historical Narrative’, Viator, no. 25 (1994): 98–102; Ryan, ‘Steadfast 
Saints or Malleable Models? Seventeenth-Century Irish Hagiography Revisited’, 265. 
575 Bernadette Cunningham, ‘The Culture and Ideology of Irish Franciscan Historians at Louvain 1607-1650’, in Ideology 
and the Historians: Historical Studies XVII. Papers Read before the Irish Conference of Historians, Held at Trinity College, ed. Ciaran 
Brady (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 1989), 22. 
576 ibid. 
577 Ryan, ‘Steadfast Saints or Malleable Models? Seventeenth-Century Irish Hagiography Revisited’, 257. 
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thus included material which he was convinced was not historical.”578 

While the scholarship of the 17th century Franciscans was characterised by a preoccupation 

with identifying and reproducing primary sources, it was also marked by a revisionist attitude 

towards these same sources.579 The Four Masters made use of this revisionist approach, as 

Cunningham demonstrates with the example of an entry in the Annals of the Four Masters for 1538 

that describes the destruction of monasteries and their relics by the English. In comparing the 

entries for the same year in the Annals of Loch Cé, Connacht, and Ulster, she notes that the 

narrative presented in AFM was produced distinctly within the context of the Reformation, as 

shown through its presentation of the events as affecting Ireland as well as England. In the broader 

context of AFM, and the political interests of the scribes, especially Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, in the words 

of Cunningham: “[t]he story they recorded was the story of an illustrious nation, a fitting 

background and setting for Counter-Reformation-style saints and virtuous men, whose cause they 

sought to promote.”580  

The Franciscans asserted the Irish provenance of the three patron saints - Colum Cille, 

Patrick, and Brigid - whose Lives and traditions they catalogued to their continental audiences.581 

Their fervorous collection of hagiography simultaneously marked nationalistic efforts that were 

directed towards a learned Gaelic audience, and also reflected an ‘impetus’ to promote and 

propagandise the three most famous saints of Ireland as the equals of the most eminent Continental 

saints.582  

Salvador Ryan further notes that while the 17th century Franciscan hagiographers at Louvain 

shared a collective interest in preserving saints’ Lives, there was no truly uniform approach from 

 
578 Cunningham, ‘The Culture and Ideology of Irish Franciscan Historians at Louvain 1607-1650’, 18. 
579 ibid., 18; by ‘revisionism’ – the reinterpretation of historical, or in this discussion, hagiographical accounts. 
580 ibid., 21. 
581 ibid., 23–4. 
582 Ryan, ‘Steadfast Saints or Malleable Models? Seventeenth-Century Irish Hagiography Revisited’, 276. 
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individual writers to creating or copying hagiography. As he says: “While each work was published 

with a specific audience in mind, and a particular purpose to achieve, it is also important to 

remember that these works were compiled by human agents with their own particular favorite 

saints.”583 Evidence for this 'favouritism', as he notes, is certainly seen in Míchéal Ó Cléirigh's, 

compilation, the Martyrology of Donegal, which dedicates seven pages to the Life of Colum Cille, 

one to Patrick and one to Brigid. In his words, “It should come as little surprise, then, to find 

Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, a native of Donegal, extolling at length the virtues of Columcille in his 

Martyrology[.]”584  

Ó Cléirigh's interest in Colum Cille is evidenced both in his copying of Columban texts as 

discussed above, but also in his own assertion of the importance of the saint's cult. The addition of 

Columban material to Betha Farannáin and its focus on Colum Cille’s return to Ireland for the 

meeting of Druim Cett, if indeed inserted by Ó Cléirigh, could therefore serve both to authenticate 

the local saint’s identity, but also to underscore the importance of Colum Cille as patron saint of 

Ireland. This may further be evidenced by the fact that Farannán is associated with no other patron 

saint directly by name.   

While Ó Cléirigh was given instruction to copy saints’ Lives as he found them with no 

emendation, it is clear from the evidence discussed above that he had no qualms revising textual 

evidence where necessary in order to satisfy his own interests, as well as those of the Franciscans at 

Louvain. As said in the previous section of this chapter, Colgan’s Latin translation of Ó Cléirigh’s 

Life of Farannán seems to suggest that a local tradition in Sligo narrated that Farannán was one of 

the saints present at the meeting of Druim Cett. If Ó Cléirigh became aware of this in his travels, 

and received a text which was fragmentary, he may have taken it upon himself to provide some 

 
583 ibid., 275. 
584 ibid., 275–6. 
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context as to Colum Cille’s departure and return to Ireland, noting that the full traditional story was 

available in the Life of Colum Cille, as well as Amrae Coluimb Chille. We know from his own words 

that Ó Cléirigh had access to at least one copy of ACC in Lebor na hUidre, and a copy of the Irish 

Life of Colum Cille was held in Louvain.585 Bearing this evidence in mind, another chapter of Betha 

Farannáin may provide more direct evidence of Ó Cléirigh inserting outside material to the text.  

Chapter 8586 of Betha Farannáin consists of an ‘account’ by Colum Cille of Farannán's virtues 

as a saint, which reads:  

Ba maith an fer ro báoi annsin .i. Farannan fertach; óir as í so tuarasccbail Cholaim Cille fair .i. fer fíren 
an fer so go ngloine aignidh ⁊ inntinne, amhail uasalathair. Fer fíren amhail Apram. Fer cennsa craibtech 
ó chroidhe amhail Maoisi mac Amra. Psalmchetlaidh molta amhail Dáuid. Cumhdaighteoir na h-eccna 
amhail Sholamh. Soidhtheach fírinne amhail Pól apstal. Fer lán do rath ⁊ do roieolas an Spiortu naoimh 
amhail Eoin Suiscel. Lubgort lanabbaidh ar na líonadh do shubhailcibh. Gescca fínemhna ar na 
fíorchumhdach. Teine taidlech taitnemach ar thes crabaidh ⁊ cogúis. Leomhan ar nert agas ar chumachtaib 
fri demhnaibh. Colum ar cennsa agas ar ghloine gniomharta. Naithir neimhe ar ghliocus le maith. Mogh 
saothair ⁊ fognama do Chriost an fer sin .i. Farannán. 
 
The man who was there was a good man, that is, virtuous Farannán; for this was Colum Cille's 
account of him, that is, this man was a righteous man with purity of nature and intellect like a 
patriarch. A righteous man like Abraham. A mild and pious-hearted man like Moses son of Amram. A 
praiseworthy psalmist like David. A treasury of wisdom like Solomon. A vessel of truth like Paul the 
Apostle. A man full of grace and knowledge of the Holy Spirit like John the Evangelist. A fully ripe 
garden filled with virtues. A fruitful branch of vine. A shining bright fire in the heat of piety and 
conscience. A lion for strength587 and power against demons. A dove for mildness and pure deeds. A 
venomous serpent for wisdom in righteousness.588 A slave of work and service for Christ that man, 
that is, Farannán.  

 
 
The same passage is also found in Betha Bhairre Ó Corcaigh,589 Betha Beraigh,590 Betha Caillín (Book of 

Fenagh),591 Betha Adamnáin,592 and Betha Phádraig.593  

 
585 Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain, 222. 
586 Vol. 2, p. 7-8 
587 Judges 14:18? 
588 “wise as serpents and harmless as doves” (Matt 10:16) 
589 Charles Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, vol. I (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1922), 20; Charles 
Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, vol. II (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1922), 19; Pádraig Ó Riain, ed., 
Beatha Bharra: Saint Finbarr of Cork, the Complete Life (London: Irish Texts Society, 1994), 84–85. 
590 Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, I:42; Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 
1922, II:42. 
591 Hennessey and Kelly, The Book of Fenagh in Irish and English, 308–9. 
592 Máire Herbert and Pádraig Ó Riain, eds., Betha Adamnáin: The Irish Life of Adamnán (Irish Texts Society, 1988), 60–63. 
593 Whitley Stokes, The Tripartite Life of Patrick: With Other Documents Relating to That Saint, vol. II (London: Eyre and 
Spottiswoode, 1887), 482–83. 
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 It is certainly not uncommon for late medieval Irish hagiographical texts to share passage 

which are modified to fit the persona of the saint in question. In the case of Betha Farannáin, the 

comparison of Farannán’s virtues with those of Biblical persons is attributed to Colum Cille, thereby 

legitimising this local saint. Such direct testimony from another saint in the introduction to this 

‘stock’ passage is not present in any of the other versions of this passage in the Lives mentioned 

above. Although direct evidence for its textual transmission is lacking, some process of elimination 

may show how Ó Cléirigh may have amended and inserted it from another source into Betha 

Farannáin, in the process crediting his favourite patron saint with its testimony.  

 The passage itself, as it is described in the context of Betha Adamnáin,594 is used as a peroratio 

in each Life in which it appears. Most of the Lives mentioned here survive in homiletic form, which 

is of no coincidence. While Betha Beraigh is relatively understudied, Ksenia Kudenko has recently 

shown that it also is an example of a 12th century homiletic Life.595 Irish homiletic hagiography has 

been understood to have been the result of the 11th century revision of earlier Irish saints’ Lives in 

order to follow a structural homiletic framework, as is seen in the case of Betha Adamnáin.596 Betha 

Caillín, on the other hand, does not fall into this category, having been produced on behalf of Tadhg 

Ó Rodaighe in 1516 by Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire. As discussed in Chapter 1, Ó Maoilchonaire 

supposedly had in his possession an ‘old book’ consisting entirely of verse describing episodes of the 

Life of Caillín, and he composed the prose portions found in the surviving Book of Fenagh to 

produce a viable example of hagiography on behalf of his patron. It has been demonstrated that Ó 

Maoilchonaire relied on Betha Beraigh as a source for his material.597 This likely is because of the fact 

 
594 Herbert and Ó Riain, Betha Adamnáin: The Irish Life of Adamnán, 32; Jesse Patrick Harrington, ‘Adamnán, Kells, and 
Job’, Eolas: The Journal of the American Society of Irish Medieval Studies 13 (2021): 79. 
595 Kudenko, ‘Hagiography as Political Documentation: The Case of Betha Beraigh (The Life of St Berach)’, 155–56. 
596 The question of the homiletic structure of Betha Adamnáin goes beyond the scope of this chapter, for a 
comprehensive discussion, see: Herbert and Ó Riain, Betha Adamnáin: The Irish Life of Adamnán, 4; Harrington, ‘Adamnán, 
Kells, and Job’; Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 151. 
597 Gillespie, ‘Imagining St Caillín: the making of the Book of Fenagh’, 73; R.A.S. Macalister, Book of Fenagh: Supplementary 
Volume (Dublin: Irish Manuscripts Comission, 1939), 14. 
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that it was present in a book belonging to Brian Óg Ó Máoilchonaire, whence it was later also 

copied by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh and preserved in KBR MS 4190-4200.598  

 The homiletic introduction and conclusion to Betha Beraigh have been borrowed and 

readapted to befit the Life of Caillín. This is most clearly demonstrated by the fact that §§88-89 in 

Betha Beraigh and pp. 308-310 in Betha Caillín correspond nearly verbatim. This passage on the virtues 

of the saint is used as a peroratio prior to the saint’s death. With this in consideration, there does not 

seem to be any significant relationship between the version of the passage in Betha Caillín and that in 

Betha Farannáin. The text is preserved in the same position in Betha Adamnáin, where it again serves 

to extoll Adomnán’s virtues before the text concludes with his death.  

Pádraig Ó Riain believed that Betha Adamnáin as preserved by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh in KBR 

MS 4190-4200 is the entire text as it survived when Ó Cléirigh made his copy.599 Conversely, Máire 

Herbert argued that the homiletic introduction and peroratio were later additions to the text, 

describing their insertion as ‘abrupt’ and ‘awkward.’ Although noting Ó Cléirigh’s otherwise 

faithfulness to his sources, she omitted any discussion of §1 and §14, the ‘homiletic exordium’ and 

peroratio “on the grounds that this material probably did not form an integral part of the original 

Life.” On the other hand, she noted that the peroratio in Betha Adamnáin paralleled the perorationes 

found in the Tripartite Life of Patrick, otherwise Betha Phádraig.600  

 The ‘abridged’ version of Vita Tripartita / Betha Phádraig has been considered the prime 

example of homiletic hagiography in comparison with these other texts discussed.601 Despite the 

body of Betha Phádraig being otherwise dated to the Old Irish period, it has been argued by several 

scholars that the introduction and perorations preserved in its recensions are a later addition, 

 
598 Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, I:43. 
599 Herbert and Ó Riain, Betha Adamnáin: The Irish Life of Adamnán, 4–8. 
600 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba, 152–54. 
601 ibid., 152; Herbert and Ó Riain, Betha Adamnáin: The Irish Life of Adamnán, 4; Kathleen Mulchrone, ‘Die 
Abfassungszeit Und Überlieferung Der Vita Tripartita’, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 16, no. 1 (1927): 7. 
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possibly from the 11th century.602 Frederick MacDonncha argued that they were completed by Mael 

Ísu Ó Brollacháin, working from Armagh.603 However, Kenneth Jackson suggested that they were 

the product of a school of homiletists “with a common tradition of the art and practice of composing 

such productions, of the themes and formulae proper to be employed and of the prose style in 

which they should be expressed[.]”604  

 MacDonncha determined that the prefaces and perorations in homiletic saints’ Lives shared 

common and identifiable Biblical themes, often directly translated from Latin exemplars. From this 

and their similarities in composition and content, he concluded they were the work of the scribe 

already mentioned. On the passage being discussed here, which is itself a peroratio, he simply notes 

that ‘such lists of exemplars or comparisons are very characteristic of the homilies,’ and suggests that 

a Latin example may be found in Vita Columbae Book II.32 in which Columba is compared to the 

prophets Elijah and Elisha, as well as to Peter, Paul, and John.605  

 Based on his own analysis, Kenneth Jackson demonstrated that homiletic formulae could be 

reused and readapted among texts, functioning as ‘stock themes’ which could then be repeated in 

Lives seemingly otherwise unrelated to each other.606 Thus, Betha Phádraig could have been used as a 

source for these homiletic formulae, which might account for the repeated appearance of the use of 

this particular peroratio in the hagiographical examples discussed in this chapter.  

 It should be emphasised that all the Saints’ Lives which feature this particular peroratio, with 

the exception of Betha Caillín, are found in KBR MS 4190-4200. Betha Bhairre Ó Corcaigh, another 

example of a homiletic Life, also appears to be an outlier in this discussion.607 The same peroratio is 

 
602 Kathleen Mulchrone, ‘Tírechán and the Tripartite Life’, Irish Ecclesiastical Record 79 (1953): 190. 
603 Frederic MacDonncha, ‘Medieval Irish Homilies’, in Biblical Studies: The Medieval Irish Contribution, ed. Martin 
McNamara, Proceedings of the Irish Biblical Association (Dublin: Dominican Publications, 1976), 59–71. 
604 Kenneth H. Jackson, ‘The Date of the Tripartite Life of St. Patrick’, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 41 (1986): 11. 
605 MacDonncha, ‘Medieval Irish Homilies’, 65; Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 396–99. 
606 Jackson, ‘The Date of the Tripartite Life of St. Patrick’, 11–12. 
607 Ó Riain, Beatha Bharra: Saint Finbarr of Cork, the Complete Life, 34. 
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found in the text but is expanded upon to include an additional description of the saint and his 

virtues that are absent from the other Lives preserved in the Uí Chléirigh manuscript.  

 Ó Cléirigh notes in the colophon to this Life that it was copied from a book belonging to 

Domhnall Ó Duinnín while he was in Cork.608 Akin to Ó Cléirigh, Ó Duinnín was charged with the 

copying of hagiography for use by the Franciscans in Louvain. Ó Riain concluded that the two 

scribes copied their Lives of Finbharr from a common source; however, he mentions that Ó 

Duinnín was markedly more careless in his copying than Ó Cléirigh was in his attempt to produce 

authentic representations of the Saints’ Lives.609 Bearing this in mind, the utilisation of the peroratio in 

this Life may have been another result of homiletic editing. It may have been present in the text 

prior to the copying work undertaken made by the two scribes in Cork. 

 Ó Cléirigh’s copy of Betha Phádraig is found in KBR MS 2324-40 ff. 13r-23v and was copied 

between 1627-29. However, unlike many other of his recorded Saints’ Lives, this recension is not 

preserved with any reference to its source or the year or place in which it was copied. A copy of the 

abridged homiletic version of the Life is found in Leabhar Breac,610 and it is tempting to think that this 

may have been Ó Cléirigh’s source for his text. While it was the source for Ó Cléirigh’s version of 

Caithréim Cellaig, which he titled Betha Cellaig, he did not have access to the full manuscript as it is 

currently bound.611 As Paul Walsh noted, if he “had seen the whole of Leabhar Brecc he might have 

copied other items.”612 Perhaps in this regard he would have mentioned having copied Betha Phádraig 

from the same source as he does elsewhere in his transcriptions. At least three copies of Betha 

Phádraig / Vita Tripartita were held in Louvain by the time that Colgan completed Trias Thaumaturga, 

which may account for Ó Cléirigh’s source.613 However, as his text only ends with a note on other 

 
608 Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain, 63. 
609 Ó Riain, Beatha Bharra: Saint Finbarr of Cork, the Complete Life, 51. 
610 Stokes, The Tripartite Life of Patrick: With Other Documents Relating to That Saint, 1887, II:428. 
611 Tom ter Horst, Codeswitching in the Irish-Latin Leabhar Breac: Medieval Homiletic Culture (Utrecht: LOT, 2017), 21. 
612 Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain, 143. 
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books written about St Patrick and his Life and miracles614 and no descriptive colophon besides, it is 

difficult to prove how it may have been transmitted to Ó Cléirigh.   

 Betha Farannáin, like many other examples of Irish hagiography, begins with the saint’s 

genealogy, rather than with any kind of Biblical or theological exordium as is present in examples of 

homiletic saints’ Lives. It furthermore does not preserve any homiletic material or appear to have 

been composed specifically for the saint’s feast day. Considering that the aforementioned peroratio 

was consistently used in the Lives preserved by Ó Cléirigh, that these passages were recycled in 

homiletic saints’ Lives, and if Betha Farannáin was indeed fragmentary when he received his 

exemplar, could this peroratio also have been used to fill a gap in the Life of Farannán? The last line 

of Betha Farannáin, ‘Conadh í bethaa Farannain go n-uicce sin’ (This is the Life of Farannán up to this 

point) indicates the brevity of Ó Cléirigh’s source. Indeed, the following scribal note, “as lia a gó 

inas a fíor” (its falsehoods are more numerous than its truths) appears to indicate his doubts about 

integrity of the text. Despite this, his copy of Betha Phádraig may offer some evidence for the 

transmission of the peroratio into Betha Farannáin. The passage is found on f. 22v of KBR MS 2324-40: 

Fer firen trá an fer so go ngloine aignidh amhail uasal athair. Fír oilithir amhail Abram. 
Ceamais díolghadhach (.i. maithfeach) ó chroidhe amhail Maoise mac Amhra. Sailmchedlaigh 
molbhtaidhe (.i. molta) amhail Dauid. Sosadh eccna amhail Sholamh leastair toghaide fri fuagra 
fírinne amhail Phol apstol. Fer lán do rath agas déolas an Spioraitt naoimh amhail Eoin. 
Lubhgort caoin (.i. arcoir) go clainnaibh subhalach. Géscca fineamhna go ttoraighe iomdha. 
Teine thaidhleach (.i. thaitneamhach) go ngrís ghoirthige ⁊ teasaighthe na mac mbethad im andadh 
(.i. lasadh gradha Dé) deseirce. Leo (.i. leoman) ar nert agas chumachta. Colaim ar chennsa ⁊ ailgine (.i. 

míne). Nathair ar threabhaire ⁊ túaichle (.i. gliocas) fri maith. Cennais umhal ailgen fri macaibh 
bethad. Rí ar órdan ⁊ chumhachta frí a cuibrech (.i. cengal) ⁊ tuaslaccad (.i. sgáoiledh) fri a saorad ⁊ 
daoradh. Fri marbhadh agus béoughadh. Mogh sáothair ⁊ foghnamha do Chriost é.  
 

Of especial note is the superscript insertion of words which appear to be synonyms to those utilised 

in the passage, or otherwise with modernised spelling.  

Ba maith an fer ro báoi annsin .i. Farannán fertach, óir as í so tuarasccbail Cholaim Cille fair 
.i. fer fíren an fer so go ngloine aignidh ⁊ inntinne amhail úasalathair. Fer fíren amhail 
Apram. Fer cennsa craibtech ó chroidhe amhail Maoisi mac Amra. Psalmcetlaidh molta 
amhail Dáuid. Cumhdaigh teoir na h-eccna amhail Sholamh. Soidtheach fírinne amhail Pól 
apstal. Fer lánn do rath ⁊ do roieolas an Spiortu naoimh amhail Eoin Suiscél. Lubgort 

 
614 P. A. Breatnach, ‘Notula Patriciana’, Éigse 27 (1993): 80. 
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lanabbaidh ar na líonadh do shubhailcibh. Géscca fínemhna ar na fíorchumhdach. Teine 
taidlech taitnemach ar thes crabaidh ⁊ cogúis. Leomhan ar nert agus ar chumachtaib fri 
demhnaibh. Colum ar cennsa agus ar ghloine gniomharta. Naithir neimhe ar ghliocus le 
maith. Mogh saothair ⁊ fognama do Chriost an fer sin .i. Farannán 
 

In comparing these two versions of the peroratio, it is apparent that some of the words inserted 

superscript in Betha Phádraig are those present in the Betha Farannáin recension. In this sense we see 

the following: 

(BP) Sailmchedlaigh molbhtaidhe (.i. molta) amhail Dauid à  
(BF) Psalmcetlaidh molta amhail Dáuid 
 
(BP) Teine thaidhleach (.i. thaitneamhach) go ngrís ghoirthige à  
(BF) Teine taidlech taitnemach ar thes crabaidh 
 
(BP) Leo (.i. leoman) ar nert agus chumachta à  
(BF) Leomhan ar nert agus ar chumachtaib fri demhnaibh 
 
(BP) Nathair ar threabhaire ⁊ túaichle (.i. gliocas) fri maith à 

  (BF) Naithir neimhe ar ghliocus le maith 
 

It is certainly possible that the superscript notes are simply Ó Cléirigh’s notes to himself whilst 

reading the earlier Betha Phádraig, or his own thoughts arising from a comparison of the two 

passages. This could also simply be Ó Cléirigh’s notes on the text as he prepared his Glossary for 

Baothghalach Mac Aodhagáin. As he states in his introduction to that text, Betha Phádraig was one of 

his sources.615 He glosses, for example, túaichle (tuachail) with glic, and where his entries on other 

words shared between Betha Phádraig and Betha Farannáin correspond, they are also glossed similarly, 

although not exactly – likely due to his use of multiple sources.616 His use of Betha Phádraig as a 

source for his glossary however does not preclude him from also utilising it for his copy of Betha 

Farannáin, especially considering the correspondence between his glosses on Betha Phádraig and the 

version of the peroratio in Betha Farannáin as shown above.  

 
615 Miller, ‘O’Clery’s Irish Glossary’, 1880 1879, 354; E.J. Gwynn, ‘On a Source of O’Clery’s Glossary’, Hermathena 14:33 
(1907): 464. 
616 Arthur W. K. Miller, ed., ‘O’Clery’s Irish Glossary’, Revue Celtique 5 (1883 1881): 60. 
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 In contrast, the other instances of the peroratio found in the other Lives discussed in this 

chapter do not share the same linguistic amendations. This may reflect an intentional modernisation 

of the peroratio for use in Betha Farannáin, also evidenced perhaps in its apparent simplification of 

language. Considering the fact that Ó Cléirigh copied several hagiographical texts that contain this 

peroratio, he could not have been unaware of its use elsewhere, and the manner in which it was 

readapted to various saints. Knowing this, despite the command from his superiors in Louvain to 

copy saints’ Lives as he found them, he may have reutilised this passage for Farannán.   

Arising from the previous discussion of the possible Uí Chléirigh origin of the insertion of 

Fuil súil nglas, it is evident that Ó Cléirigh had no qualms about copying the same material twice. 

Moreover, he had a demonstrable interest in Colum Cille. Conversely, it is entirely possible that this 

represents an earlier insertion and readaption of the peroratio as part of the original text as he received 

it in Sligo. If he did amend this peroratio to provide Farannán with the testimony of Colum Cille, 

perhaps to suggest Farannán’s presence at the meeting of Druim Cett, we might read his final note 

on the Life as a form of self-betrayal.  

3.5.3 Other material in Betha Farannáin 

 
 This is in stark contrast to chapter 5 of Betha Farannáin which appears to have been 

borrowed directly from Do mháithribh na náomh (On the mothers of saints).617 While this text is 

preserved in several manuscripts, most notably it is found in Leabhar Mór Leacán.618 Betha Farannáin 

presents the group of saints known as the síol Cuimne (the descendants of Cuman, the maternal aunt 

of St Brigid) as being in the company of Colum Cille and Áed mac Ainmuirech, again indicating the 

readaptation of extant material into the Life.619 The passage relating to síol Cuimne reads as follows in 

 
617 Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 169. 
618 RIA MS 23 P 2 f. 34r 
619 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 495; Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 170–71, 173. That Colum 
Cille’s sister was also said to have been named ‘Cuman’ may also have influenced the inclusion of this into Farannán’s 
Life.  
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Leabhar Mór Leacán: 

Is uaidi ro geinir Monindi Slebi Cuilind ⁊ da mac Conaill i Maig Choraind ocus epscop Maine 
Echanaig ttir Úa nAililla ocus Muredach Cilla hAlaid i tir úa nAmalgaid ocus epscop Roin i 
Cill Epscop Roin i Cairpri Moir ocus Camine Indse Celtra ocus Riaguil Muicindsi la Dail Cais 
diblinaib ocus Senan Inse Cathaig ocus Senan Lathraig Bruin et Erne Cluana Railgeach i 
mMide ocus uii nEpscuip Cluane Emain ar bru na Sinda ocus Laeban ⁊ Fortchern i[n] i 
nOidim i Partraidi Chena ocus Grellan Chraibi i n-airther Maigi Luirg ogus Sciri o Chill Sciri 
⁊ Corcair Cet ingen Eogain ocus ingena Cathbad i Cill Chomlach i Muig Luirg ⁊ Loman 
Lacha Gilli iter Chairpre ⁊ Brefni ocus Middu Midbrisi mac Fachna ag Sligech ⁊ Inell 
Craibthech ic Belach Gabrain ⁊ ic Dairi Melle ocus Osnad o Criched in Glind Dallain i 
Cairpre Moir Droma Cliab acus Dirbilead Insi Cethach in Irrus domnand acus uii ingena 
Caechain i Tir Úa Fiachrach Aidne acus Miadaine Rath Arad acus Brig Chochlach i 
Cairprre.620  
 

In chapter 5 of Betha Farannáin, this reads:  

Tainic san toicestal sin a n-dáil Choluim Cille do shíol Cuimne, Moninne Sleibhe Cuilinn, ⁊ dá mac 
Conaill a Cill Corra agus easpoc Maine a Tír Oilill, ⁊ Muiredhach Cille hAlaidh a Tír Amalgaidh, agus 
easpoc Róin a Cill Espuicc Róin, ⁊ Caimin Innsi Celtra ⁊ Riagaill Muicinnsi la Dál Ccais, agus 
Senán Innsi Cathaigh ⁊ Sénán Laithrigh Briuin, agus Ernin Cluana Reilgech a Midhe, ⁊ seacht n-
espuic Cluana hEmain, ⁊ Liban ⁊ Fortcern in Odba Cera i bPartrighe agus Grellan Craoibhe in 
Oirther Muighe Luircc ⁊ Sccire a Cill Sccire agus Corcair Cenn ⁊ Corcair Caoin dá ingin Eoghain ⁊ 
inghen Cathbath a Cill Comhlach a Muicch Luircc, ⁊ Loman Locha Gile agus Cairpre, ⁊ Brefne ⁊ 
Mifrisi mac Factna ag Sligeach, ⁊ Inell Craibtech, ⁊ osnadh a n-Glenn Dallain i ccoirpre agus Geighe 
in Inis Geighe, agus Derbiledh i n-Iorrass, ⁊ seacht ccailleacha a Tír ua fFiachrach Aidhne agus 
Magaine Ratha Aradh agus Brochlach i ccairpre. Ro-bhatar an urragust sin do shíol Cuimne do 
naomhaibh a ccoinne, ⁊ a ccomdháil Choluim Chille cenmothá ard naoimh oireghdha Eirionn.  
 

The description which follows this passage in Leabhar Mór Leacaán may provide further evidence for 

the use of Do mháithribh na náomh as a source for this material in Farannán’s Life: acus condrancadar 

imacallaim uili na naim sea i Carnd Traga Eothaili ⁊ do gnised a n-aentaid and – ‘and the whole 

council of these saints arrived in Carnd Traga Eothaili and they made a convenant there.’621 This 

parallels the description of Colum Cille and his company of saints travelling southwards by the way 

of Traigh álainn Eothuile in chapter 6 of Betha Farannáin which perhaps indicates an author seeking 

to utilise other sources and readapt the material in order to fit more closely with the traditions 

relating to Colum Cille and Farannán.  

The possibility that Betha Farannáin was composed by a member of Clann Fhirbhisigh has 

 
620 ibid. 
621 ibid. 
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already been discussed at length in this chapter. While Charles Plummer stated in his edition that this 

chapter of the Life was copied verbatim from the Book of Leinster, there does not seem to be any 

connection between that manuscript and this text, nor between that manuscript and any other of Ó 

Cléirigh’s immediate sources. Furthermore, a close textual comparison between this version and that 

preserved in the Book of Leinster reveals that while the two versions of this text do agree closely, 

three of the ‘saints’ in the síol Cuimne in the LL version are not found in either the Book of Leacán or 

Betha Farannáin. This further serves to demonstrate the fact that Betha Farannáin, while possibly 

originally compiled by a member of Clann Fhir Bhisigh, it was already composite text consisting of 

material from potentially several sources, which was further added to by the scribe by the time it was 

preserved by Ó Cléirigh.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 
 

In the above chapter I have demonstrated the creation of a saint’s Life through the manipulation of 

a local tradition associating him with Colum Cille. It is apparent that Farannán was locally believed 

to have been in attendance at the meeting of Druim Cett, or at the very least that Colum Cille met 

Farannán after his  attendance of the synod. I have shown that this tradition was likely originally 

preserved by a member of Clann Fhir Bhisigh, which seems especially likely given the proximity of 

Leacán to Allt Fharannáin. As Ó Cléirigh received his witness of the text from the son of a member 

of the Uí Mhaonaigh, who were Farannán’s coarb family, I suggest that it was commissioned by a 

member of the sept in their interests of owning a Life of their saint, as well as to assert their claim to 

his church. This is underscored by the claims of tribute said to be owed to Farannán’s church 

following the description of his holy well. This accounts for the attachment of the foundation of Allt 

Fharannáin not only to Colum Cille, but to one of the earliest ancestors of the Uí Dhubhda, which 

would serve to connect his coarb with the most important family in the area. It is furthermore clear 
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that the text serves as an explanation for elements in the local landscape and the tradition of the 

visitation of Farannán’s holy well for the purposes of healing; but also the nearby places associated 

with Adomnán and Baoithín. Here it is seen that Farannán’s existence is dependent on Colum Cille 

– not only through the fact that Colum Cille is shown as granting Farannán his church, but that his 

Life is also largely constructed out of Columban material, as possibly done by Ó Cléirigh. This 

utilisation of Columban texts to formulate the Life shows an intentional revision and readaption of 

the Columban Tradition in order to build upon the local traditions of a less well attested saint.   
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Chapter 4: Náile 
 

In this chapter I discuss the cult associations of Saint Náile, and suggest that the first portion of his 

Life was completed in Tír Chonaill, and was possibly commissioned by Clann Suibhne Banagh. I 

then suggest that what I designate as the Fermanagh portion of Betha Náile may have been originally 

compiled in the Lough Erne region by a member of the Uí Dhroma in either the 14th or 15th 

centuries. This argument is supported by the similar context in which Betha Laisre was composed by 

a member of the Uí Duibhgeannáin. I then discuss Betha Náile within the context of the 16th century 

production of hagiography and the possibility that the Life was remodelled during this period out of 

already extant material relating to the saint; either in response to raids on Cill Náile, or in recognition 

of a newly created bell shrine associated with the saint. This revision of his Life may have been 

completed in order to more closely connect him to Colum Cille and may have been influenced by Ó 

Domhnáill’s Life of Colum Cille, with which Betha Náile shares some material.  

4.1 Náile, Inbhear Náile, and Cill Náile 
 

Determining the background of Náile comes with the same difficulty as Farannán, discussed 

in Chapter 3. In folklore and his hagiographical tradition, he is said to be a younger contemporary of 

Colum Cille and Molaise, but no entries in any of the Irish annals record a date for either his birth or 

death. The opening of Betha Náile and his genealogy indicate Náile to be a son of Óengus Mac Nad 

Froích.622 This royal bloodline, which also makes him a descendant of the legendary king Ailill 

Ólum, was likely contrived, especially given Náile’s Munster origins as detailed in his Life. The 

saint’s name is also variously recorded as Náile, Naul, Naail, and Náthail in Irish, and Natalis in 

Latin. This appears to have led Pádraig Ó Riain to equate him with the St Nadal/Nathail (also 

 
622 Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 78. 
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known as St Natalis) associated with Kilkenny who is described by Gerald of Wales to have turned a 

couple into wolves; but this saint does not appear to have any other connection with Náile other 

than his name.623 Náile’s feast day is recorded as 27 January in the martyrologies624 and Colgan’s Acta 

Sanctorum Hiberniae, where he also refers to the saint by a number of names which include Naalis, 

Naalius, and Natalis in Latin and Naile, Noele, and Naaile in Irish. He also notes that his father was 

Óengus Mac Nad Froích, and that his mother was Eithne, though his account is largely focused on 

Náile’s association with Saint Senán.625 On this genealogy, Rev. Canon Maguire commented: “Were I 

so goodly born I would not become a monk; but perhaps, he preferred quietness to eternal war, 

such as his father and brothers were engaged in, and the government of Devenish was considered, in 

those days, a distinguished office.”626 

Náile has three cult associations in the province of Ulster: Inbhear Náile (Inver), co. 

Donegal,627 Cill Náile (Kinawley), co. Fermanagh, and Daimhinis (Devenish), co. Fermanagh. Two 

holy wells and ruins of a church associated with Náile survive in Inver Parish, and ruins of 15th-

century church dedicated to the saint and holy well are found in Cill Náile.628 

 
 
 

 
 

 
623 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 510. 
624 Best and Lawlor, The Martyrology of Tallaght: From the Book of Leinster and MS. 5100–4 in the Royal Library, Brussels, 12; 
Stokes, Félire Húi Gormáin: The Martyology of Gorman, from a Manuscript in the Royal Library, Brussels, 24; O’Donovan, Todd, 
and Reeves, The Martyrology of Donegal: A Calendar of the Saints of Ireland, 28. 
625 Colgan, Acta Sanctorum Veteris et Maioris Scotiæ Seu Hiberniæ, Sanctorum Insulæ, 169–74. 
626 Rev. E. Canon Maguire, A History of the Diocese of Raphoe, vol. 1 (Dublin: Browne and Nolan, 1920), 506. 
627 Another association may be found in the local townland of Legnawley Glebe, (Lag Náile – Náile’s hollow) which is 
also Anglicised as Lignaul or Legnaal. It may also be of interest that Donegal County Council has recently given a grant 
to Inver Heritage Group for the conservation of Náile’s church in Inver – see: 
https://www.donegalcoco.ie/yourcouncil/communications%20office/pressreleases2023/april/funding%20to%20conse
rve%20seven%20archaeological%20monuments/ 
628 In speaking to Helen Meehan (with thanks to her), I have learned that the holy well which would traditionally have 
been the site of the Náile’s pilgrimage is on private land and is currently inaccessible to the public. I am also grateful to 
Catherine McGlynn for sharing her picture of this holy well with me. The other holy well in Lignaul has no record of 
any pilgrimage stations associated with it; see also: Helen Meehan, Inver Parish in History (Mountcharles: Coolum House, 
2005), 148, 727; Liam Kelly, The Diocese of Kilmore (Dublin: Columba Press, 2017), 159. 
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fig. 1: Ruins of Náile’s church in Inver Old Graveyard, co. Donegal. 
fig. 2: Stained glass in St Naul’s Church (Ardaghey), sponsored by the Sweeney family of Fanaghan. 
fig. 3: Window ruins of Náile’s church (15th c.) Kinawley, co. Fermanagh.  
fig. 4: St Náile’s holy well, said to cure jaundice, Kinawley.                                               All photos are by the author. 
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Molaise names Náile as the successor of the abbacy of Daimhinis in Betha Náile, though Náile is 

neither mentioned in Betha Mholaise nor Vita Sancti Lasriani. This connection between Náile and 

Daimhinis appears to have been well-known, as Colgan lists it as one of his associations, and local 

traditions uphold the idea that he was abbot of the monastery. Another cult to the saint was likely 

present in Cill Náile (Killenaule), co. Tipperary, as noted by Raymond Gillespie:  

The sixteenth century Life of [Náile] provides him with a Munster pedigree and the cult was probably well 
established at Kilenaule, near Cashel, by the middle of the thirteenth century as evidenced by the place 
name. One late seventeenth century genealogical account suggests that there was a movement of learned 
families from Cashel into Breifne and if this preserves a memory of a real event, it may explain the 
appearance of the Ó Droma as the erenagh family of Náile’s church at Kilnawley by 1373 according to an 
entry in the Annals of Ulster.629 
 

Given the proximity of Killenaule to Cashel, this likely accounts for Náile’s pedigree as the son of 

Óengus Mac Nad Froích, but the text of Betha Náile does not preserve any other traditions relating 

to his cult in Munster aside from this. The account of Náile’s arrival ‘from the south’ (i.e. from 

Munster) as preserved in Betha Náile is nevertheless preserved in folklore pertaining to the saint. 

Several folk accounts from Inver Parish maintain that Náile was the son of Óengus Mac Nad Froích 

and was baptised by St Patrick before arriving in Tír Chonaill, reflecting the opening of Betha 

Náile.630 Interestingly, this does not appear to be commonly preserved in folklore originating from 

Cill Náile, perhaps indicating that the tradition of Náile’s Munster background may have been 

localised to Inver.  

 A lack of early medieval sources for Náile and his hagiographical traditions furthermore 

hinder our understanding of the development of his cult in Ulster. This is made more difficult by the 

fact that the earliest annalistic references to Inbhear Náile and Cill Náile date to the 14th and 15th 

 
629 Gillespie, ‘Traditional Religion in Sixteenth Century Gaelic Ireland’, 35–36; Hennessey and Mac Carthy, Annala Uladh: 
Annals of Ulster, Otherwise Annala Senait, Annals of Senat: A Chronicle of Irish Affairs from A.D. 431 to A.D. 1540, 563. 
630 NFCS 1036: 142; Mrs Campbell (75) Frosses, Co. Donegal. Collector: Sean Kelly, June 1938; NFCS 1037: 65; 
Drumnaheark East, Co. Donegal. Collector: Teresa Cunningham, 1937; NFCS 1036: 116; Charles Campbell (85), 
Frosses, Co. Donegal.  
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centuries. However, the saint was locally venerated and held in high esteem, especially given that a 

holy bell associated with the saint was in the possession of the Uí Dhroma, the erenagh family of 

Cill Náile, until it was lost.  

Náile’s only Life survives in Brussels MS 4190-4200, 129r-142r, as copied by Míchéal Ó 

Cléirigh, and he otherwise is only mentioned in the 16th century Life of Colum Cille as compiled by 

Maghnus Ó Domhnaill. As I have already referred to in the Introduction, Charles Plummer was 

clearly not impressed with the Life, as he remarked in the introduction to his edition of Betha Náile, 

that: “I fear, be said, that it is not a favourable specimen of Irish hagiology, whether considered 

from the literary, historical, or spiritual point of view. In style it combines poverty with turgidity.”631 

This comment was due to the text’s borrowing from other sources, and often repetitive prose which 

is more characteristic of later examples of hagiography. This author understands his points but must 

disagree with his analysis of the text as turgid. With the above in consideration, this chapter will 

discuss the text’s hagiographical structure, the cultural and political atmosphere in which it was likely 

composed, as well as Míchéal Ó Cléirigh’s role in the preservation of the Life. This will hopefully 

serve to further demonstrate the value of examining late examples of hagiography, and the richness 

of the material preserved within their pages. 

4.2 Betha Náile and Tír Chonaill632 
 
 

As just mentioned, Betha Náile is only preserved in Brussels KBR MS 4190-4200. Ó Cléirigh’s 

colophon reads: “In the house of the brothers at Drobhaois this part of the Life of Náile was 

written from an old book which belonged to Niall Meirgeach son of Mac Suibhne of Banagh, 29 

 
631 Plummer, Miscellanea hagiographica Hibernica: vitae adhuc ineditae sanctorum Mac Creiche, Naile, Cranat, 97. 
632 See Vol. 2, p. 13-18 for what I define as the “Tír Chonaill” portion of Betha Náile, also vol. 2 p. 57 for a comparative 
table of both sections of the Life.  
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January 1629. The poor friar Míchéal wrote (it).” From this it may be inferred that, akin to Betha 

Farannáin, Ó Cléirigh acquired his source material in his travels and returned to Drobhaois with it in 

order to make his copy there. The Niall from whose book he states Betha Náile was copied was a 

member of Clann Suibhne, who were originally from Argyll in Scotland. Their establishment in 

Ireland is first referenced in the annals in the mid-13th century.633 Their installation as rulers of three 

territories of Tír Chonaill by Clann Dálaigh took place over the course of the 14th and 15th centuries. 

This allocation of land, as Katharine Simms noted, marked the institution of Clann Suibhne as “sub-

chieftains” owing their allegiance through “well-defined contracts of military service [levies of 

galloglasses] and tribute.”634 They were first granted Fanad and na d-Tuadh (Trí Tuatha) in the north 

of Tír Chonaill, and later established themselves in Banagh (Tír Boghaine) by the early 15th 

century.635  

The castle stronghold of the Meic Suibhne Banagh (Rahan Castle/McSwyne’s Castle) was 

located on the southern peninsula of Tír Chonaill now known as St John’s Point.636 This castle is 

only mentioned twice in the Annals of the Four Masters – first, marking the death of Niall Mór son 

of Eoghan on the 14th of December in 1524.637 It is mentioned again as the castle of Meic Suibhne in 

1535, in an entry which relates the killing of Maol Muire Mór son of Niall by his brother Niall Óg, 

on the feast of Saints Peter and Paul.638 It was suggested that the elder Niall Mór was responsible for 

 
633 Paul Walsh, Leabhar Chlainne Suibhne, an Account of the MacSweeney Families in Ireland, with Pedigrees (Dublin: Dollard, 
1920), xvi. 
634 Simms, Gaelic Ulster in the Middle Ages, 246, 431. 
635 Walsh, Leabhar Chlainne Suibhne, an Account of the MacSweeney Families in Ireland, with Pedigrees, xxxviii; K.W. Nicholls, 
Gaelic and Gaelicised Ireland in the Middle Ages (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 1972), 88–89; Katharine Simms, ‘Images of the 
Galloglass in Poems to the MacSweeneys’, in The World of the Galloglass: Kings, Warlords and Warriors in Ireland and Scotland, 
1200-1600 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, n.d.), 110; Donald E. Meek, ‘“Norsemen and Noble Stewards”: The MacSween 
Poem in the Book of the Dean of Lismore’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies 36 (1997): 18. 
636 The peninsula is bordered by McSwyne’s Bay to the west and Inver Bay to the east, see also: Francis Joseph Bigger, 
‘The Mac Suibhne of Banagh and Fanad and Na D-Tuath, in Donegal’, Ulster Journal of Archaeology 14, no. 1 (1908): 2–9. 
637 O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the 
Year 1616, vol. 5, 1372–73. 
638 Maol Muire was later avenged by his sons and Niall Óg ws killed at the hands of his nephews in revenge, as related in 
AFM in 1547; O’Donovan, vol. 5, 1422–23, 1500–1501. 
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its construction in 1524.639 However, as the description of this Niall’s death notes his numerous 

troops and soldiers; it might be assumed that the castle may have been constructed earlier in the 16th 

century or at the end of the 15th century for it to have been well-occupied by this stage.640  This may 

be further inferred through the earliest reference to Mac Suibhne Banagh in an AFM entry for the 

year 1496, which records the death of Maol Muire, “Mac Suibhne Thíre Boghaine,” who was 

interred in Donegal.641  

4.2.1 Clann Suibhne Banagh 

 
Paul Walsh noted that the earliest member of this branch of Clann Suibhne whose 

succession can be traced is the Niall Mór son of Eoghan, already mentioned, whose death is 

recorded in 1524.642 His great-grandson, Niall Meirgeach son of Maol Mhuire †1581, is also mentioned 

in the AFM in two entries. The first, in 1586, relates his apparent slaying of his father’s cousin, Brian 

Óg son of Maol Mhuire Mór †1535, who held the title of Mac Suibhne Banagh: “Mac Sweeny Banagh 

(Brian Oge, the son of Mulmurry) was slain on the 18th of May, by Niall Meirgeach, son of 

Mulmurry, son of Hugh Mac Sweeny.”643 This enabled him to usurp the title of lordship for himself as 

he banished Brian Óg’s nephew, Donnchadh son of Maol Mhuire Meirgeach†1564 to Connacht, 

evidenced by the AFM entry detailing his death in 1588:  

 
639 Bigger, ‘The Mac Suibhne of Banagh and Fanad and Na D-Tuath, in Donegal’. 
640 “Mac Suibhne Tire Boghaine Niall Mór mac Eocchain consapal bá ferr lámh & laochdhacht, & bá crúaidhe croidhe & 
comhairle, bá ferr airisiomh, & ionnsaighidh, & bá ferr enech & engnamh, bá mó muirer & merghasradh, & as lia las ro 
briseadh do bernadhaibh baoghail dia chaomh-chenel fein d’écc iar n-ongadh & iar n-aithrighe ina caislén fein h-i 
Rathain .14. December” – “Mac Sweeny of Tir-Boghaine (Niall More, the son of Owen), a constable of hardiest hand 
and heroism, of boldest heart and counsel, best at withholding and attacking, best in hospitality and prowess, who had 
the most numerous troops, and most vigorous soldiers, and who had forced the greatest number of perilous passes of 
any man of his own fair tribe, died, after Unction and Penance, in his own castle of Rathain, on the 14th of December”; 
O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the Year 
1616, vol. 5, 1372–74. 
641 Walsh, Leabhar Chlainne Suibhne, an Account of the MacSweeney Families in Ireland, with Pedigrees, xxxviii; O’Donovan, 
Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the Year 1616, vol. 5, 
1224. 
642 Walsh, Leabhar Chlainne Suibhne, an Account of the MacSweeney Families in Ireland, with Pedigrees, xxxviii. 
643 Mac Suibhne Bághaineach Brian Ócc mac Maol Muire do marbhadh 18 Maii la Niall Meirgeach mac Maol Muire mic 
Aodha; O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to 
the Year 1616, vol. 5, 1856–57. 
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Mac Suibhne Baghaineach Niall Meircceach mac Maol Muire, mic Aodha mic Neill do mharbhadh 
lá Donnchadh mac Maol Muire Meirccigh, mic Maol Muire, mic Neill i n-Doirinis im fhel Brighde do 
shonradh. Bá h-amhlaidh do-rónadh ind sin iar marbadh Bhriain Óicc amhail rémhebertmar lá Niall 
Meirgeach, ro h-ionnarbadh Donnchadh cona lucht lenamhna i c-Connachtaibh lá Niall bheós, & ro 
bhaoí seal i f-farradh Gall, & athaidh oile araon lá h-Ua Neill, & do-róine iondsaighidh fhoda imchian 
for Niall Meircceach amhail ná ro shaoíl Niall, uair bá dóigh lais ná tiocfadh Donnchadh don tír an c-
cein nó mharadh-somh innte. Iar m-beith do Dhonnchadh teora h-oidhche i n-diamhraibh & i n-
droibhélaibh an tíre, fuair a fhios co m-baoí Mac Suibhne i t-Trian Iochtair Baoighellach, & ro chuir 
lucht bratha do thaiscéladh fair, & ruccsat sccéla do shaicchidh Donnchaidh go t-tiocfadh-somh tar 
traigh aníos arabharach. Baoí-siomh co líon a chumaing erlamh do tegmhail fris conidh ann con-
rangattar acc an t-Doirinis Rémhráite go ro fighedh sccainner crodha etorra go ro marbhadh Mac 
Suibhne annsin co n-druing mhóir dia lucht lenamhna, & do Cloinn t-Suibhne na Mumhan. Ro 
dichendadh Mac Suibhne dna, & ro cuireadh a chend go h-Áth Cliath. Mac Suibhne do ghairm do 
Dhonnchadh iaromh. 
 
Mac Sweeny Banagh (Niall Meirgeach, the son of Mulmurry, son of Hugh, son of Niall) was slain on 
Doirinis, on St. Bridget's Day, by Donough, the son of Mulmurry Meirgeach, son of Niall. That event 
happened thus: after Brian Oge had been slain by Niall Meirgeach, as we have already stated, 
Donough, with his followers, were, moreover, banished into Connaught by Niall, and he remained for 
some time with the English, and for some time after that along with O'Neill. At last he made an 
incursion from a far distance against Niall, what Niall did not expect, for he thought that Donough 
would not come into the country while he Niall should live in it. Donough, after having passed three 
nights in the wilds and recesses of the country, received intelligence that Mac Sweeny was in the 
Lower Third of Boylagh; and he sent spies to reconnoitre him; and the spies brought news to 
Donough that he would come up i.e., southwards across the strand on the day following: 
he Donough was prepared with all his forces to oppose him. They met at Doirinis, before mentioned, 
where a fierce battle was fought between them, in which Mac Sweeny was slain, together with a great 
number of his followers, and of the Clann-Sweeny of Munster. Mac Sweeny was beheaded, and his 
head was sent to Dublin. Donough was then styled Mac Sweeny.644 
 

Charles Plummer noted in his introduction to his edition of Betha Náile that this Niall Meirgeach 

must have been the owner of the manuscript from which Ó Cléirigh copied his text.645 Paul Walsh 

disagreed with this, stating: “The reference to Niall Meirgeach in the colophon to the Life cannot be 

to the man of that name who was killed in 1588, as Plummer suggests, because the earlier Niall was 

chief of the name, whereas O Clery speaks of one who was son of a chief, but was not chief 

himself.”646 This he based on his assertion that the book must have belonged to the eldest son of the 

last Mac Suibhne chieftain of Banagh, Donnchadh, who was also named Niall Meirgeach. He noted 

that this Niall appears to have been deceased by 1641, at the time his son, Donnchadh Óg, was 

 
644 ibid., 1864–67. 
645 Plummer, Miscellanea hagiographica Hibernica: vitae adhuc ineditae sanctorum Mac Creiche, Naile, Cranat, 99. 
646 Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain, 150. 
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noted to be proprietor of Doore, in the parish of Tulloghobegly.647 Raymond Gillespie agreed with 

Paul Walsh’s identification of Ó Cléirigh’s Niall Meirgeach, remarking that “[t]his is almost certainly 

to be identified with an early seventeenth-century Niall Mac Suibhne who was dead by 1641.”648 The 

above description of Niall Meirgeach (Mac Suibhne Baghaineach Niall Meircceach mac Maol Muire, 

mic Aodha mic Neill) in the AFM may further indicate that Ó Cléirigh received his exemplar from 

the younger Niall. This ambiguity would be more easily resolved had Ó Cléirigh noted his patronym, 

rather than ‘mac mheic Suibhne.’ The younger of the two Nialls would have been his contemporary, 

and it seems likely that this descendant of Mac Suibhne Banagh would have been the man from 

whom the scribe received his source. 

Ó Cléirigh described the text as being ‘unclear’ and ‘fragmentary,’ and Plummer noted that 

“[i]t is evident in one or two places that he could not read his exemplar.”649 From this it may be 

discerned that the book may have been in poor condition or significantly aged by the time Ó 

Cléirigh received it. If the book did indeed belong to the younger Niall Meirgeach it seems likely to 

have belonged to the Meic Suibhne Banagh chieftains who preceded him. It is of note that Ó 

Cléirigh does not seem to have used the book as a source for any of his other surviving examples of 

hagiography. This does not necessarily mean that Clann Suibhne lacked interest in associating 

themselves with saints, especially considering their ownership of Laud Misc. 615, as I discussed in 

Chapter 1. It is said that they were inaugurated by the successors of Colum Cille while in Scotland; 

 
647 He is referred to as the ‘last’ Mac Suibhne Banagh by C. Conaghan, who notes that ‘his castles and domains were 
confiscated and given to the Scotch planter William Stuart, and then to John Murray later Earl of Annandale, for whom 
one Herbert Maxwell was an active agent.’ C. Conaghan, ‘The Antiquities of St. John’s Point’, Donegal Annual 12, no. 1 
(1977): 54; In he 1654-1656 survey of Donegal, Donnchadh is referred to as 'Donaghy og mc Swyne McNeale Mergagh 
McSwyne, Irish papist,' and his half-quarter of land in Doore as described: 'The above s[econ]d halfe quarter of Land 
called Doore, held by Donaghy og mc Swyne mc Neale Mergagh mc Swyne Irish Papist, is bounded East with Claudy, 
west with the River of Doore, Sowth w[i]th the other halfe Quarter of Doore, and North with the Ocean Sea,' Robert C. 
Simmington, The Civil Survey A.D. 1654-1656, Counties of Donegal, Londonderry and Tyrone (Dublin: Stationary Office, 1937), 
137. 
648 Gillespie, ‘Saints and Manuscripts in Sixteenth-Century Breifne’, 546. 
649 Plummer, Miscellanea hagiographica Hibernica: vitae adhuc ineditae sanctorum Mac Creiche, Naile, Cranat, 99. 
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and in Ireland, they could only be inaugurated in Cill Mac Nenáin (Kilmacrenan) in Tír Chonaill, 

which was also in ‘Colum Cille’s precinct.’ This site, as Elizabeth FitzPatrick notes, was used for 

both Clann Suibhne and Uí Dhomhnaill inauguration from the 14th to 17th centuries.650 Cill Mac 

Nenáin is closely located to Carraig an Dúin and Tobar an Dúin (possibly the same Tobar Eithne 

mentioned in Ó Domhnaill’s Life) where Clann Dálaigh were also said to have been inaugurated.651 

Considering their close connection and vassal relationship to the Clann Dálaigh, it is unsurprising 

that Clann Suibhne would seek to be closely associated with their patron saint. Some further 

evidence of an interest in saints might be seen in the case of Leabhar Chlainne Suibhne (RIA MS 24 P 

25), the first section of which was originally commissioned by Máire Ní Mhaille, the wife of Mac 

Suibhne Fanad in the early 16th century. Folios 1-65 consist of religious texts and saints’ Lives, 

including a Life of Colum Cille.652  

4.2.2 Ballysaggart Friary 

 
In his early 20th century history of the diocese of Raphoe, Rev. Canon Maguire described the 

foundation of Franciscan friaries in Inbhear Náile and Disert in the 15th century around 1460.653 This 

tradition appears to be maintained in the local folklore of Inver, noting the belief that the Inver 

Franciscans were banished to Disert in 1609.654 This is presumably in reference to Inver Old Church 

which is surrounded by a graveyard featuring burials dating from the 19th century. As has more 

recently been pointed out: “No known historical sources support this, however, and it is likely that 

Maguire erroneously conflated Inver, co. Donegal, with Inver, co. Antrim.”655 It could otherwise be 

 
650 FitzPatrick, Royal Inauguration in Gaelic Ireland c. 1100-1600: A Cultural Landscape Study, 51. 
651 ibid.,186–93. 
652 Simms, ‘Images of the Galloglass in Poems to the MacSweeneys’, 106. 
653 Maguire, A History of the Diocese of Raphoe, 1:501–8. 
654 NFCS 1086: 166-168; Charles Campbell (85), Frosses, County Donegal. Collector: Sean Kelly, Na Frasa, County 
Donegal, 1938. Teacher: Seán Mac Robhartaigh 
655 Fiona Beglane et al., ‘An Oasis in the Desert: The Early Ecclesiastical Site of Disert, Co. Donegal’, The Journal of Irish 
Archaeology 27 (2018): 58; Helen Meehan, ‘Disert in the Blue Stacks’, Donegal Annual 49 (1997): 12–23. 
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assumed that, given the focus of the opening chapters of Betha Náile on Náile’s association with 

Colum Cille and Inbhear Náile, that this portion was composed locally, perhaps in Inbhear Náile 

itself. If a Franciscan friary were founded there by the 15th century, this would still be a possible 

place of origin for the text. However, given the lack of significant historical evidence and the 

probable confusion with the Inver of co. Antrim, other possibilities for the place of its composition 

should be considered. 

As the Clann Dálaigh founded Franciscan monasteries across Tír Chonaill, as has been 

discussed in Chapter 1 of this thesis, it should be of no surprise that they were also established by 

Clann Suibhne. Of relevance to this discussion of Betha Náile are Ballysaggart (Baile na Sagart) Friary 

and Killybegs Friary, both of which are said to have been established by the 16th century by Mac 

Suibhne Banagh. Both houses were of the Third Order. The community of brothers at Ballysaggart 

(also called Fanegarah) is recorded as having been driven out in 1602.656 Killybegs Friary has been 

suggested to have ultimately been identical with Ballysaggart; however, it was mentioned as a Third 

Order house by Sir James Ware.657 Fr. Canice Mooney further remarked that “Killybegs appears to 

have been about the only important place in co. Donegal that remained in Irish Catholic hands, and 

some, if not all, of the friars of the Donegal community went there for protection,” following the 

rising of 1641, which would indicate the existence of two separate friaries.658 Ballysaggart Friary was 

also more notably in close proximity to Rahan Castle on St John’s Point. While Gwynn and 

Hadcock said the friary was constructed in the 16th century, C. Conaghan wrote: “Sometime in the 

last quarter of the fifteenth century the then Chief of Banagh – Owen MacSuibhne – founded and 

endowed the Third Order Franciscan foundation at Fan Na Charta, today known as Ballysaggart, 

 
656 Gwynn and Hadcock, Medieval Religious Houses in Ireland, 269. 
657 ibid., 272. 
658 Canice Mooney, ‘The Friars and Friary of Donegal, 1474-1840’, in Franciscan Donegal. A Souvenir of the Dedication of the 
Franciscan Church, Ros Nuala, to the Immaculate Heart of Mary, on Sunday, 29th June, 1952, ed. Fr. Terence O’Donnell (Ross 
Nuala: Franciscan Friary, 1952), 20. 
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about a mile and a half from the castle of Rahan. This would be around the period (1474) of the 

founding of the famous Friary at Donegal by O’Donnell.”659 Through the patronage of Meic 

Suibhne Banagh, the Franciscans there were endowed with three ballyboes (townlands), and 

members of the clan were buried in the adjoining graveyard. Perhaps the most well-documented of 

these is that of the earlier mentioned Niall Mór son of Eoghan, whose memorial grave slab depicts a 

gallowglass warrior; this was moved to St Mary’s Church, Killybegs, in the 19th century.660 

Regardless of whether this friary was founded by Niall Mór or his father Eoghan, its 

foundation and proximity to Rahan Castle was advantageous to the brothers as well as their patrons. 

St John’s Point is furthermore bordered to the east by Inver Bay, and to the north, Inbhear Náile 

itself, which was within the territory of Meic Suibhne Banagh. Taking this into consideration, it 

might be suggested that this friary could be the place of composition for the opening of Betha Náile 

which is distinctly focused on Náile’s arrival to Inbhear Náile and his interaction with Colum Cille. 

As this story is both preserved in Ó Cléirigh’s hagiographical text and local folklore from Inbhear 

Náile, it is therefore plausible that the text was composed by someone familiar with or originating 

from the area who had particular interest in its local traditions and saint.661 Given the Clann Suibhne 

connections with Colum Cille and their relationship with the Clann Dálaigh, it might further be 

suggested that this was composed on behalf of a Meic Suibhne Banagh patron. This is most likely 

evidenced through the fact that Ó Cléirigh notes that he received his copy of the text from the son 

of Mac Suibhne Banagh, from whose ‘old book’ he copied the Life. This could also account for the 

presence of shared material between Betha Náile and Beatha Colaim Chille, which will be discussed in 

further detail later in this chapter. 

 
659 Conaghan, ‘The Antiquities of St. John’s Point’, 55. 
660 ibid., 56.; James Stephens, Illustrated Handbook of the Scenery and Antiquities of South-Western Donegal (Dublin: McGlashan 
& Gill, 1872), 34–35; Simms, ‘Images of the Galloglass in Poems to the MacSweeneys’. 
661 NFCS 1036: 116, 144; Charles Campbell (85), Frosses, Inver, County Donegal. Collector: Sean Kelly, Na Frasa, 
County Donegal, 1938. Teacher: Seán Mac Robhartaigh; NFCS 1037: 94; Francis Kennedy, Keeloges, County Donegal, 
1938. Teacher: Francis Kennedy 
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Map: Náile in Tír Chonaill 
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4.3 Betha Náile and Fermanagh 
 
In following the chapter headings found in Ó Cléirigh’s recension of the text, it is noted that the 

first seven firmly locate Náile in Tír Chonaill, and the final ten (apart from a portion of chapter 

sixteen) place him in Fermanagh.662 It is not uncommon for Irish hagiographers to mention or 

associate their subjects with multiple church foundations. However, the Tír Chonaill section and 

Fermanagh section of Betha Náile both appear to have been composed by someone with intimate 

knowledge of the areas local to Inbhear Náile and Cill Náile. In the context of hagiography 

composed and/or revised in the 16th century, this possibility of local authorship might be compared 

with the case of the 16th century Life of St Maedóc of Ferns, which more closely associates him with 

Rossinver. As Raymond Gillespie said on that text:  

 
The place of writing is almost certainly Rossinver in north Leitrim, close to the border with the 
Maguire lordship. One indication of this is the link with the Ó Fergusa family, who were coarbs of 
this church, of which family the patron of the Life was a member. However, even without this 
connection a Rossinver link is suggested by the large number of references to the site that the text 
contains. There is a long interpolated section providing a foundation legend for the church at 
Rossinver and the Life claims that it was there that the saint was buried and there that prayers to him 
by his followers at this place are most effective yet none of them is mentioned in the earlier Latin 
Lives of the saint.663 
 

As Betha Náile preserves local foundation legends both for Náile’s church in Inbhear Náile and in Cill 

Náile, we might apply this same understanding to the text being discussed here. The Fermanagh 

portion of Náile’s Life furthermore includes the tradition that Náile succeeded Molaise in the abbacy 

of Daimhinis. Náile is not named by Molaise in person, instead, this is ultimately done through the 

supernatural abilities of Molaise’s holy bell which later becomes associated with Náile. Chapters 8 

and 9, which describe this, are relatively short, do not detail any aspect of Náile’s own career as 

abbot of Daimhinis, and the text quickly moves from this to the foundation legend of his church in 

Cill Náile. Náile furthermore does not appear either in Betha Molaise Daiminse or Vita S. Laisriani as 

 
662 Vol. 2, starting p. 19 
663 Gillespie, ‘Saints and Manuscripts in Sixteenth-Century Breifne’, 544. 
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one of Molaise’s students or disciples.664 This may indicate that the belief that Náile was abbot of 

Daiminis may have been a distinctly local tradition to Cill Náile or the locality of upper Lough 

Erne.665 Another possibility is that Náile was purposely associated with Molaise to assert his claim to 

his church, much like the role of Colum Cille in the foundation legend of Inbhear Náile. 

4.3.1 Náile and the Saints of Lough Erne 

 
 Aside from Molaise and Colum Cille, Náile is given association with St Maedóc of Ferns, 

whose own Life may have been a model for the author of Betha Náile.666 In chapter twelve, Náile 

additionally convenes with a group of saints to which the author refers as ardnaoimh Locha Éirne. 

Aside from Náile, this consists of Tigernach of Cluain Eois (Clones),667 but more relevantly, of 

Doire Mhaoláin (Derryvullan)/Gabhal Liuín (Galloon), Rónán of Achadh Urchair (Aghalurcher);668 

Sinell of Cluain Inis (Cleenish);669 Senach of Doire Brusca (Derrybrusk);670 and Comhgall, the dalta of 

Tigernach in Gabhal Liuín.671 Of immediate note is that this group of the six ‘high saints’ of Lough 

Erne all were the patron saints of churches either in or surrounding the area of upper Lough Erne, 

again suggesting that this portion of the Life was composed locally. However, none of these other 

saints have surviving Lives, other the a Life of Tigernach which survives in Codex Insulensis and Codex 

Salmanticensis: Vita sancti Tigernaci episcopi de Cluain Eois.672 Its inclusion in those collection of Lives, 

already discussed in Chapter Two of this thesis, indicates that the composition of the text as it 

 
664 Plummer, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, Partim Hactenus Ineditae, 1910, 2:131–40; Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice 
Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 340–43; Standish Hayes O’Grady, Silva Gadelica, vol. 1 (London: Williams & Norgate, 
1892), 18–19. 
665 Local folklore also indicates that Náile arrived in Kinawley from Devenish – see NFCS 0968: 219; Mr. Curran, Uragh, 
County Cavan, 1938. Teacher: S. Ó Connachtáin 
666 Gillespie, ‘Saints and Manuscripts in Sixteenth-Century Breifne’. 
667 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 573. 
668 ibid., 538. 
669 ibid., 306. 
670 ibid., 556. 
671 ibid., 160. 
672 Heist, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae ex Codice Olim Salmanticensi Nunc Bruxellensi, 107–11; Plummer, Vitae Sanctorum 
Hiberniae, Partim Hactenus Ineditae, 1910, 2:262–69. 
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survives cannot have occurred later than the 14th or 15th centuries.  

 

Map: Náile and the Saints of Lough Erne 

 

 
 

 
While that text firstly associates Tigernach with his well-known church in Cluain Eois, it later 

places him in the region of ‘Euchodius rex’ (i.e. possibly Ó hÉignigh?), and describes his foundation 

of Gabhal Liuín (Galloon/Gaballensis). In chapter 15 of the text, Tigernach restores the fertility of 

Bardubhe, the wife of Aodh, son of Cormac (Edus filii Cormaci), an early ancestor of the Meig 

Uidhir. In exchange, Tigernach demands tribute to be paid from Aodh to his monastery, and names 

Comhgall successor of the abbacy of Gabhal Liuín.673 This claim apparently was frustrating to the 

 
673 Plummer, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, Partim Hactenus Ineditae, 1910, 2:267–69. 
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Meig Uidhir, as will be discussed later in this chapter, however Seosamh Ó Dufaigh suggests that the 

text in its surviving form was compiled after Achadh Urchair (Lisnaskea) was maintained under 

Meig Uidhir control.674 Tigernach and Rónán, one of the other ‘high saints’ of Lough Erne, were co-

patrons of this church according to an entry in AU for the year 1447.675 Sinell of Cluain Inis is said 

to have educated Columbanus of Bobbio and is mentioned in the Register of Clogher as he was 

traditionally said to have saved the daughter of the king of Airghialla.676 These saints and their 

patronage were certainly highly important in order for Náile’s hagiographer to have mentioned them 

as convening together as ‘high saints’ of Lough Erne and later on utilised to uphold the tribute owed 

to Náile and Cill Náile.  

These local saints are not limited to those named by the hagiographer as ardnaoimh Locha 

Éirne. Two notable female saints are called upon by Náile as guarantors of the tribute owed to his 

monastery in chapter 16. Lasair, associated with Cell Rónáin (Kilronan), co. Roscommon, and 

Fuinche, whose church was in Ros Oirthir (Rossory), co. Fermanagh, another saint local to upper 

Lough Erne. While Fuinche does not have a surviving Life of her own, her bell is said to be rung in 

association with Maedóc of Ferns and Molaise.677 On the other hand, Betha Laisre or Beatha Lasrach 

survives in two copies. One is as copied by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, which he completed on the 26th of 

January 1629 at Drobhaois, three days before he finished Betha Náile on the 29th. The other was 

copied by Daibhidh Ó Duibhgheannáin c. 1670 in RIA MS B iv 1a, likely from the same source as Ó 

Cléirigh’s recension. Ó Cléirigh’s witness, as he says, was a copy made by Cú Choigríche Ó 

Duibhgheannáin of the Four Masters, who may have been present at Drobhaois with Ó Cléirigh.678 

 
674 Seosamh Ó Dufaigh, Tiarnach of Clones (Castleblayney: Cumann Seanchais Chlochair, 2018), 91. 
675 Hennessey and Mac Carthy, Annala Uladh: Annals of Ulster, Otherwise Annala Senait, Annals of Senat: A Chronicle of Irish 
Affairs from A.D. 431 to A.D. 1540, 160. 
676 Nicholls, ‘The Register of Clogher’, 379. 
677 Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, I:285; Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 356. 
678 Ó Muraíle, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates and St Anthony’s College, Louvain, 150; Lucius Gwynn and David 
O’Duigenan, ‘The Life of St. Lasair’, Ériu 5 (1911): 73–109. 
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While the Uí Dhuibhgheannáin were coarbs of Lasair’s church in Cell Ronáin, Betha Laisre firstly 

associates her with Achadh Bheithe (Aghavea), co. Fermanagh, as Ó Riain noted, perhaps to curry 

favour with the Meig Uidhir.679 In the text, Lasair’s father Ronán, who is said to envy Tigernach of 

Cluain Eois, sends her to be educated by Molaise in Daimhinis before she arrives in Achadh Bheithe 

and stays there, performing miracles, for five years.680 Like Náile, Lasair’s Fermanagh associations 

are established firstly through her association with Molaise both in education and in name.681 

However, as a female saint, this is the extent of her association, whereas Náile is given the mantle of 

the abbacy following Molaise’s death in Betha Náile. These surviving other examples of locally 

composed Lives therefore may provide further evidence of the political interests in local saints in the 

Lough Erne area.  

4.3.2 Lúan and the Meig Uidhir 

 
 With these aspects of the text discussed, this brings this chapter to the most pertinent 

question as to in what context and when the Fermanagh portion of Betha Náile may have been 

composed. One clue may be found in the descriptions of Náile’s demands of tribute owed to him 

from Lúan son of Irgalach, who first visits Náile’s convention of saints in chapter 13, requesting to 

be baptised. His genealogy is given as follows: 

[Lúan mac] Irghalach mac Eignigh meic Fergusa, meic Aodha meic Corbmaic meic Coirbre an Daimh-Airgitt, 
meic Féicc meic Deghadh Duirn meic Rochada meic Colla Focrich meic Eachach Doimhléin meic Cairpri Lifechair 
 

Pádraig Ó Riain identified this Lúan as one of the earlier ancestors of the lineage of the Meig Uidhir, 

Lughán mac Íorghalach.682 In Mac Fhir Bhisigh’s genealogy, Lughán is presented as the grandfather 

of Odhar, the progenitor of the Meig Uidhir. Aside from the obvious deviation in spelling from 

 
679 Ó Riain, A Dictionary of Irish Saints, 393. 
680 Gwynn and O’Duigenan, ‘The Life of St. Lasair’, 81. 
681 ibid., 77; both Laisrén and Lasair are derived from Old Irish lasar – flame. 
682 Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘Saints in the Catalogue of Bishops of the Lost “Register of Clogher”’, Clogher Record 14, no. 2 (1992): 
67. 
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Lughán to Lúan (or Luán, depending on how Ó Cléirigh inserts the fada), there is some difference in 

the ordering of Lúan’s ancestors in Betha Náile than in that preserved by Mac Fhir Bhisigh.  

 
[Odhar] m. Cearnuigh m. Lughain m. Iorgaluigh m. Egnigh m. Cormaic m. Feargusa m. Aodha m. 
Cormaic m. Cairbre Daim Airgid m. Eachach m. Creamthuinn m. Féch m. Deagha Duirn m. 
Rochadha m. Colla Da Chríoch m. Echach Doimlen m. Cairbre Lifechair.683  
 

He is furthermore referred to as the progenitor of ‘Clann Lugháin’ who were descended from Ó 

hÉignigh: 

Giolla Coluim s. Giolla Críost s. Éigneach, from whom are the Uí Éignigh, s. Dálach, from whom are 
Muintir Dhálaigh, s. Odhar, (at whom [the genealogy] converges with Síol Uidhir), from whom is 
Teallach Uidhir (whose brothers were Caomhán, from whom are Muintir Chaomháin, and Fearghal, 
from whom is Clann Fhearghail, and that Fearghal held the kingship of all of the Manaigh, and from 
him came Mág Tighearnáin of Clann Fhearghaile,) s. Cearnach s. Lughán, from whom are Clann 
Lugháin, s. Íorghalach s. Éigneach, from whom are Uí Éignigh.684 

 
 Náile’s baptism of Lúan (Lughán) appears to have been well-known in south Fermanagh in 

the Early Modern period; although it is not clear whether this awareness was due to local tradition or 

access to Betha Náile. This is evident through the introduction to Me Guidhir Fhearmanach, a text 

which, while composed on behalf of Brian Maguire in the early 18th century, purports to be 

compiled from earlier sources, including the now lost seanleabhar seanchais Fhearmanach.685 Raymond 

Gillespie and Bernadette Cunningham have noted that the events in the text ‘correspond’ with a 

series of 15th century entries in the AFM, however, a date for the text cannot be determined with 

certainty.686 The text opens with the Meig Uidhir genealogy, which explicitly states that their ancestor 

was baptised by Náile in Cill Náile:  

Maghnus and Giolla Iosa, two sons of Donn Mór son of Raghnall son of Odhar, from whom are 
named the Ma Guidhir clan of Fearmanach, son of Searrach, son of Oirghiallach, son of Odhar, son 
of Searrach, son of Oirghiallach, son of Odhar, son of Cearnach, son of Luaghan, son of Iorghalach; 
and it was Nádhaile who lived and blessed at Cill Nádhaile in Fearmanach who baptized this Luaghan, 
son of Iorghalach; son of Eigneach, son of Cormac, son of Fearghus, son of Aodh, son of Cormac, 

 
683 Ó Muraíle, Leabhar Mór Na Ngenealach: The Great Book of Irish Genealogies. Compiled (1645-66) by Dubhaltach Mac 
Fhirbhisigh, 5:310. 
684 ibid., 465. 
685 See also: Ciarán Mac Murchaidh, ‘Some Notes on Mag Uidhir Fhear Manach’, Clogher Record 13, no. 3 (1990): 92–99. 
686 Bernadette Cunningham and Raymond Gillespie, ‘The Purposes of Patronage: Brian Maguire of Knockninny and His 
Manuscripts’, Clogher Record 13, no. 1 (1988): 42. 



 204 

son of Cairbre of the silver ox.687 
 

It has been shown that this Brian Maguire was greatly devoted to manuscript collection and 

patronage of Gaelic literature, through both his political and personal interests. His 17th century 

ancestor, Brian Mac Cú Chonnacht Maguire, was the patron of a manuscript penned by the scribe 

Padraig Ballach Ó Luinin in Fermanagh in 1638.688 This he commissioned with the goal of 

possessing ‘the most respected book in the province.’ It was assembled from manuscripts belonging 

to Ó Cléirigh, Ó Duibhgeannain, and Ó Maoilchonaire, along with other important Gaelic sources. 

This was a mere nine years after Míchéal Ó Cléirigh completed Betha Náile and his other saints’ 

Lives. Ó Cléirigh’s recension of Lebor Gabhala was also completed under Meig Uidhir patronage and 

was one the sources used for this illustrious book.689  

 As Gillespie and Cunningham note, the younger Brian Maguire’s commission of the Book of 

Knockninny, the largest surviving manuscript of his collection, was in the interest of emulating his 

ancestor whose manuscript had fallen into disrepair by this time. Maguire’s particular interest in 

saints’ Lives is furthermore evidenced through the copies of Lives of St Brigid, St Francis, and St 

Patrick found in his collection, as well as a Life of St Maedóc. His text was the same ‘second’ Life of 

the saint, which associates him with both Ulster and Leinster.690 Maguire furthermore appeared to be 

interested in saints who were known to be particularly prestigious in Ireland.691 Although he 

gathered a significant amount of religious and hagiographical material (both traditional and post-

 
687 Magnus agus Giolla Íosa dhá mhac Dhúinn Mhóir mic Raghnaill mic Uidhir ó ráidhtear maca Me Guidhir 
Fhearmanach mic Shearraigh mic Oirghiallaigh mic Uidhir mic Shearraigh mic Oirghiallach mic Uidir mic Chearnaigh 
mic Luaghain mic Iorghalaigh; agus is é Nadhaile do beannaigh i gCill Nádhaile i bFearmanach do bhaith an Luaghan sin 
mac Iorghalaigh; mic Éignigh mic Chormaic mic Fheargua mic Aodha mic Chormaic mic Chairbre an Daimh Airgid; 
Dinneen, Me Guidhir Fhearmanach/The Maguires of Fermanagh: .I. Maghnus Agus Giolla Íosa, ‘Dhá Mhac Dhuinn Mhóir Mic 
Ragnaill’, 23, 73. 
688 Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘The Purposes of Patronage: Brian Maguire of Knockninny and His Manuscripts’, 44–45. 
689 ibid. 
690 as categorised by Charles Plummer 
691 Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘The Purposes of Patronage: Brian Maguire of Knockninny and His Manuscripts’, 45. 
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reformation Tridentine), a Life of Náile is not found in his surviving collection.692  It is possible that 

a copy of the Life as preserved by Ó Cléirigh could have been copied on behalf of Brian Maguire, 

and is now lost. A similar interest in local saints is perhaps evidenced through his copy of the Life of 

Maedóc – Gillespie and Cunningham state that: “He was a local patron saint in the way that St 

Patrick was a national saint.”693 

Gillespie additionally noted that Maguire’s commission of ‘traditional’ (Gaelic) religious 

material manifested through the copying of “much older saints’ Lives that could act as a focus for 

local devotion.”694 Given the proximity of Cill Náile and Cnoc Ninnidh, it seems surprising that a 

Life of Náile would not have been commissioned with the same purpose. Gillespie noted that this 

text details aspects of Náile’s cult in Cill Náile, but claimed that its shared material with Maghnus Ó 

Domhnaill’s Life of Colum Cille was the reason that ‘the whole written Life may be fabricated.’ As 

he also said,  

This story created Náile as Kinawley’s own saint and provided evidence for his sanctity in the creation 
of the holy well, a place where the whole community could gather and access the power of the saint. 
It was stories such as these with little documentary evidence that Catholic reformers viewed with 
suspicion, regarding them as simply superstition, and it may be significant that Brian did not own a 
copy of the Life of Náile among his collection of saints’ Lives.695 
 

 Despite Gillespie’s point that no reference to Náile’s church in Cill Náile exists prior to the 16th 

century, the surviving church has been dated to the late medieval period. Even if Betha Náile was not 

compiled until the mid-16th century, a cult to the saint is likely to have existed prior to its 

composition. Furthermore, his role as the patron saint of the church in Cill Náile and probable cult 

following likely stemmed interest in the completion of his Life. It is nonetheless clear that the scribe 

of Me Guidhir Fhearmanach had access to a copy of Betha Náile or was familiar with the story of 

 
692 Raymond Gillespie, ‘Captain Brian Maguire and His Books’, in The Books of Knockninny: Manuscripts, Culture and Society 
in Early Eighteenth-Century Fermanagh, ed. Raymond Gillespie and Brendan Scott (Cavan: Cumann Seanchais Bhreifne, 
2019), 103. 
693 Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘The Purposes of Patronage: Brian Maguire of Knockninny and His Manuscripts’, 45. 
694 Gillespie, ‘Captain Brian Maguire and His Books’, 104. 
695 ibid. 
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Náile’s baptism of the Mag Uidhir ancestor. Though Betha Náile now only survives in the copy made 

by Ó Cléirigh, it does not seem impossible that cop(ies) of the text were owned locally in 

Fermanagh, if not in the church in Cill Náile itself.   

Although Me Guidhir Fhearmanach post-dates Betha Náile, it highlights the importance of 

Náile’s baptism of Lúan/Lughán in the Meig Uidhir lineage. From these genealogies he was 

considered one of the earliest ancestors of the Meig Uidhir696 as well as a descendant of Éigneach, 

the progenitor of the Ó hÉignigh. As Katherine Simms notes: “Three families provided kings during 

the eleventh and twelfth centuries for the emerging territory of Fir Manach – Ó Maolruanaidh, Ó 

Duibhdara, and Ó hÉignigh. The origins of the first two are not clear, but Ó hÉignigh (O’Hegny) 

was a member of Clann Lughán and the later Mag Uidhir (Maguire) were to claim descent from the 

same line.”697 While the Ó hÉignigh ruled Fermanagh from the early 12th century after being given 

kingship of the territory by the Cenél Conaill, they disappeared by the mid 13th century, at which 

time the Meig Uidhir rose to power in their stead.698 Lúan in Betha Náile therefore acts as a 

representation of an ancestor of both lineages of Fermanagh rulers. He is connected to Éigneach 

through his genealogy provided by the hagiographer. After baptising him in chapter 13, Náile names 

Odhar, the progenitor of the Meig Uidhir, as Lúan’s descendant.  

4.3.3 Náile and the Uí Dhroma 

 
This intentional connection of Lúan to the Meig Uidhir may therefore indicate that the 

Fermanagh portion of Betha Náile was commissioned on behalf of a Meig Uidhir patron. While this 

could be the case, the Uí Dhroma are associated with Cill Náile in entries as early as the 14th century. 

 
696 See, for example: The Irish Manuscripts Commission Ltd, ‘Genealaighe Fearmanach’, Analecta Hibernica 3 (1931): 100. 
Oddly, in the genealogy for Philip Mac Guidhir, Lughan has become Brian – see page 71. 
697 Katharine Simms, ‘Medieval Fermanagh’, in Fermanagh: History and Society, ed. Eileen M. Murphy and William J. 
Roulston (Dublin: Geography Publications, 2004), 78. 
698 ibid.; Katharine Simms, ‘The Medieval Kingdom of Lough Erne’, Clogher Record 9, no. 2 (1977): 129. 
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An entry in AU for 1373 marks the death of Eoin h-Ua Droma, the vicar of Cill Náile.699 The death 

of Gilla Crist Ua Droma is also recorded in AU in an entry for 1433, which notes that he was 

honoured by Cathal Mór Mac Maghnusa, the grandfather of Cathal Óg, compiler of AU.700 The 

death of Andreas Mac Giolla Criost Uí Droma, his son, described to be a wise and pious man, is also 

recorded in AU and AFM in 1450 and occurred after his return, possibly to Cill Náile, from a 

pilgrimage to Rome.701 From these late medieval entries in the annals we might infer that the Uí 

Dhroma held the hereditary title of erenagh in Cill Náile, which was likely granted to them by the 

Meig Uidhir.702 They were also one of the many learned families under the stead of the Meig Uidhir 

situated around Lough Erne, as evidenced by the above reference to Gilla Crist’s commendation 

from Cathal Mór Mac Maghnusa. This family’s connection to Náile is further evidenced as they were 

the guardians of Náile’s now-lost bell shrine, which was perhaps one of the new reliquaries made in 

southwest Ulster in the 15th and 16th centuries.703  

Pádraig Ó Riain noted that the purpose of Betha Náile “was to address questions raised by 

the rise to power of the Maguire dynasty in the period after about 1300,” particularly due to the 

inclusion of Lúan as an ancestor of the Meig Uidhir as earlier discussed.704 Raymond Gillespie also 

suggested that this Life was composed on behalf of the Uí Dhroma due to their position as the 

erenagh family of Cill Náile. Given the text’s considerable focus to Náile’s holy bell, this is definitely 

possible considering their ownership of his relic as just mentioned. On the date of its composition, 

 
699 Eoin h-Ua Droma, bicair Cille Naaile, mortuus est quinto Idus Decimbris; Hennessey and Mac Carthy, Annala Uladh: 
Annals of Ulster, Otherwise Annala Senait, Annals of Senat: A Chronicle of Irish Affairs from A.D. 431 to A.D. 1540, 562. 
700 Gilla Crist h-Ua Droma, .i. sgolog maith do bi i n-onoir mhoir ag Cathal mor Mac Maghnusa, obit 5 Kalendas (alias 
Nonas) Maii – the translation for scolog given is ‘farmer,’ but a translation of ‘scholar’ or ‘disciple’ seems more 
appropriate given this context; Hennessey and Mac Carthy, 130; Nollaig Ó Muraíle, ‘Cathal Óg Mac Maghnusa: His 
Time, Life, and Legacy’, Clogher Record 16, no. 2 (1998): 45–64. 
701 Kelly, The Diocese of Kilmore, 182. 
702 See also: Peadar Livingstone, The Fermanagh Story (Enniskillen: Cumann Seanchais Chlochair, 1969), 40; Séamas P. Ó 
Mórdha, ‘Some Aspects of the Literary Tradition of the Bréifne-Fermanagh Area’, Breifne 6, no. 21 (1982): 29. 
703 Raymond Gillespie, ‘Relics, Reliquaries and Hagiography in South Ulster, 1450-1550’, in Art & Devotion in Late 
Medieval Ireland, ed. Rachel Moss, Colman Ó Clabaigh, and Salvador Ryan (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2006), 187; 
Cormac Bourke, The Early Medieval Hand-Bells of Ireland and Britain (Dublin: Wordwell, 2020), 270. 
704 Ó Riain, ‘Saints in the Catalogue of Bishops of the Lost “Register of Clogher”’, 67. 
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Gillespie and Liam Kelly both suggested that the text was composed between 1540-1600 in response 

to the raid on Cnoc Ninnidh by the Uí Raghallaigh in 1538, at which time the church in Cill Náile 

was burnt.705 The text’s focus on Náile’s church could therefore reflect the subsequent 

reconstruction of the building, emphasising his claim as the patron saint of Cill Náile. Two 

possibilities as to the composition of the Life have therefore been suggested – a medieval authorship 

in response to the rise of the Meig Uidhir in the 14th century, as may be inferred by Ó Riain’s 

suggestion, and a 16th century one in response to the raiding of the Uí Raghallaigh. It must also be 

emphasised that there is no reference anywhere in the surviving text of Betha Náile to any member of 

the Uí Dhroma. As noted above, the earliest surviving reference to any member of them dates from 

the late 14th century, at which time the Meig Uidhir would have been steadily establishing themselves 

as the new ruling clan of Fermanagh. 

An origin for the Uí Dhroma is also difficult to construct. They are neither present in Mac 

Fhirbhisigh’s genealogy nor in Genealaighe Fearmanach, there is no mention of any member in Betha 

Náile, and there are few annalistic references to them as either Uí Dhroma or Drumm/Drummond 

outside of the entries clearly associating them with Cill Náile.706 Nonetheless it is clear that they were 

one of the learned families cultivated by the Meig Uidhir as they expanded across Lough Erne to the 

western half of Fermanagh. The upper Lough Erne area was populated with a unique concentration 

of learned families beginning in the 13th century, although older septs such as the Uí Chonghaile and 

 
705 Kelly, The Diocese of Kilmore, 150. 
706 It is unclear if there was any connection between the Uí Dhroma and the Ua Donnghaile members of Cenél nÉogain 
associated with Droim Lighean (Drumleene) co. Donegal, as well as Breifne (Tyrone). A reference to the death of Giollu 
Mac Liacc Ua Donngaile in AU and AFM in 1177 refers to him as ‘toiseach Fher n-Droma,’ where ‘Droma’ is a 
shortening of Droma Lighen. Maghnas Ua Gairbh is also referred to as ‘toiseach Fher n-Droma’ in entries for 1188. 
Whether ‘Fer Droma’ may have designated a group of people and eventually became ‘Uí Dhroma’ is uncertain, especially 
with no obvious evidence of any southward migration of this lineage. Another suggestion is that they could have come 
from the Druim Laighean (Drumlyon) just to the west of Enniskillen. However, if the Uí Dhroma themselves migrated 
to Kinawley, it seems possible that ‘Droma’ could originally have reflected their place of origin. As druim is probably one 
of the most common occurring words in Irish placenames, this is impossible to know without further evidence; Mac Airt 
and Mac Niocaill, The Annals of Ulster, to AD 1131, 186–87; O’Donovan, Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the Kingdom 
of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the Year 1616, vol. 3, 32–33, 80–81. 
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the Uí Thaichligh were already present as coarbs or erenagh families from the 10th to 11th centuries. 

As noted by Ciaran Ó Scea:  

Principal among these were the Uí Breasláin, the Uí Cianáin, the Uí Luinín, the Uí hOgáin, the Uí 
Fiaich, and the Mhic Gilla Coisgle (Cosgrove). The first three of this group were learned families of 
outside origin. The Uí Breasláin were originally territorial lords from Donegal who migrated to 
Fermanagh in the post 1200. The Uí Luinín likewise came to Fermanagh via Strabane from Donegal 
around the same time. In contrast the Uí Cianáin appear to have come up from Monaghan c. 1300. 
The Uí Fiaich and the Uí Treasaigh, like a significant number of other families or septs, originated in 
Tyrone. The Uí hOgáin came up from Sligo in the late twelfth century or early thirteenth centuries.707 
 

From this it may be suggested that the Uí Dhroma, like the other learned families mentioned here 

arrived in Fermanagh from elsewhere.708 This seems most likely, considering that the Meig Uidhir 

encouraged septs to settle from outside of Fermanagh from the late medieval period until the 16th 

century. They had a vested interested in ‘cultivating’ learned families in their newly expanded 

territory, which was, as argued by Ó Scea, rooted in post 12th century church reform, “whereby the 

creation of a learned ecclesiastical elite became imperative in order to fill all the new parsonages and 

vicarages.”709 The presence and connections of these learned erenagh families furthermore granted 

legitimacy to the Meig Uidhir through their ecclesiastical services.710 

 It has been demonstrated so far that the Uí Dhroma were present in Fermanagh and 

established in Cill Náile by the 14th century; and may have arrived around the same time as the other 

learned families mentioned above. The majority of the erenagh septs in Fermanagh were mainly 

concentrated near the major monasteries of Lios Gabhail (Lisgoole) and Daiminis which were 

 
707 Ciaran Ó Scea, ‘Erenachs, Erenachships and Church Landholding in Gaelic Fermanagh, 1270-1609’, Proceedings of the 
Royal Irish Academy: Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature 112C (2012): 295; on the land rights of these families, see: 
Simms, Gaelic Ulster in the Middle Ages, 377; see also: Livingstone, The Fermanagh Story, 41. 
708 See also: Nioclás Mac Cathmhaoil, ‘Uaisle Agus Aos Dána Ag Deireadh Ré Na Bairdne: Cás Mhuintir Mhéig Uidhir’, 
in Súgán an Dúchais: Aistí Ar Ghnéithe de Thraidisiún Liteartha Chúige Uladh i Gcuimhne Ar Dhiarmaid Ó Doibhlin, ed. Nioclás 
Mac Cathmhaoil, Máire Nic Cathmhaoil, and Conal Mac Seáin, Sraith Adhamhnáin 1 (Doire: Éigse Cholm Cille, 2018); 
Simms, ‘The Medieval Kingdom of Lough Erne’; P. Ó Maolagáin, ‘An Early History of Fermanagh [Continued]’, Clogher 
Record 2, no. 2 (1958): 292. 
709 Ó Scea, ‘Erenachs, Erenachships and Church Landholding in Gaelic Fermanagh, 1270-1609’, 296. 
710 The Meig Uidhir also became churchmen themselves, see, for example: Donald M. Schlegel, ‘Sliocht Lachlain 
Maguire (1300-1600) Ecclesiastics on the Erne’, Clogher Record 21, no. 2 (2013): 49–66. 
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established in the Middle Ages.711 Ó Scea also noted that some were on the ‘newly settled’ western 

side of Lough Erne, including Cill Náile, which was separated by some distance from the other 

church settlements in the southwest of Fermanagh.712 It seems possible that the cult of Náile may 

have arrived in Cill Náile with the Uí Dhroma – Raymond Gillespie, as mentioned in earlier in this 

chapter, noted that this could have occurred with the movement of families from Cashel into 

Breifne.713 With this in mind, it is somewhat surprising that there is no mention of Óengus Mac Nad 

Froích, Náile’s father, in the Cill Náile focused portion of Betha Náile until the end quatrain of the 

verse in chapter 17. In comparison, Betha Maedoc Ferna refers to Maedóc’s own genealogy several 

times over the course of the Life and in Gilla Mo Dutu Ó Caiside’s poems following the text.714 If 

the Uí Dhroma were originally from Cashel, the reader would perhaps expect more consistent and 

emphatic references to the fact that Náile’s father was said to be Óengus Mac Nad Froích, especially 

considering his famous baptism by St Patrick. On the other hand, a cult and church to Náile could 

have already existed in the area of Cill Náile prior to the arrival of the Uí Dhroma, and they could 

have adopted the saint as their own having been allocated his church by the Meig Uidhir. 

4.3.4 The Compilation of Betha Náile 

 
As shown above, the Lives of two other saints mentioned in Betha Náile, Vita Sancti Tigernaci 

and Betha Laisre, both place their subjects in direct contact with the Meig Uidhir of Fermanagh. Like 

Náile, Tigernach demands tribute to be paid from an early ancestor of the Meig Uidhir after 

returning fertility to his wife. Similarly, the Life of Lasair intentionally associates her with a church 

within Meig Uidhir territory in the political interests of the Uí Dhuibhgeannain. From this it is clear 

that at least two other examples of hagiography were composed for local saints within the area of 

 
711 Ó Scea, ‘Erenachs, Erenachships and Church Landholding in Gaelic Fermanagh, 1270-1609’, 300. Refer to fig. 4 (p. 
290) for his map of the distribution of erenagh families.  
712 ibid., 300. 
713 Gillespie, ‘Traditional Religion in Sixteenth Century Gaelic Ireland’, 35–36. 
714 Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, II:190, 245, 270. 
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upper Lough Erne by authors who were politically motivated to assert their saints’ claim to their 

churches through their connections with members of the Meig Uidhir. It might be suggested then, 

considering the dates of these other Lives, that the Fermanagh portion of Betha Náile may originally 

have been composed in the late medieval period, perhaps at some point in either the 14th or 15th 

centuries in direct response to the rise to power of the Meig Uidhir. This could explain the 

hagiographer’s clear intention to assert Náile’s claim to Cill Náile through the intentional utilisation 

of ancestor connected to Ó hÉignigh for the purposes of claiming Náile’s tribute owed to his 

church by the Meig Uidhir. As noted above, the earliest reference to a member of the Uí Dhroma 

associated with Cill Náile is in an entry for 1373, indicating that a church associated with the saint 

was present by at least the 14th century. A church dedicated to Náile by this time would indicate the 

presence of a cult, and it seems highly unlikely that some kind of written record of his 

hagiographical tradition would not exist in some form. This hypothesis is of course complicated by 

the fact that Betha Náile only survives in one manuscript as it was copied by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh. A 

composition to be read on Náile’s feast day of 27 January is also plausible; though this is also 

complicated by the relatively late dating of the martyrologies which preserve his feast date, two of 

which also were copied by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh.  

 One striking detail of Betha Náile is its abrupt shift from Náile’s establishment of his church 

in Inbhear Náile in chapter 7 to the arrival of Molaise of Daimhinis and his naming of Náile as his 

successor in chapter 8. If the Fermanagh and Tír Chonaill portions of the Life were composed 

separately, as suggested here, this could not only be a local tradition, but could also reflect the 

interests of the erenagh of Cill Náile. As the churches of the other erenagh septs of upper Lough 

Erne were primarily concentrated around Daimhinis and Lios Gabhail, as aforementioned, this 

intentional association of Náile with Daiminis and Molaise could be in reflection of Cill Náile’s 

relative distance from the major medieval churches. This is similarly seen in the Life of Lasair, as 
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mentioned before, wherein she is sent to Daimhinis to be educated by Molaise prior to her arrival in 

Achadh Bheithe.715 Neither Náile nor Laisre are ‘native’ to the upper Lough Erne area, and their 

hagiographers’ respective decisions to associate both saints with Molaise provides their subjects with 

a valid connection to the ‘well-attested’ and ‘popular’ local saint.716 As mentioned before, although 

Náile is said to have been the abbot of Daimhinis for nine years in Betha Náile, there is no mention 

of him in Molaise’s hagiographical tradition. The two saints are also never presented as interacting 

with each other directly – Molaise names Náile his successor on his deathbed, and this 

commendation legitimises Náile as a Fermanagh saint and ultimately his claim to Cill Náile. This 

might be read as a direct parallel with the first chapter of the Life, in which Náile arrives in Tír 

Chonaill from Munster and is immediately granted his church by Colum Cille. This association with 

‘popular saints’ therefore validated Náile’s own sanctity, as well as his claim to his churches.  

 Chapters 10 and 11 of Betha Náile subsequently appear to indicate that the text was authored 

by someone with intimate knowledge of Cill Náile and its foundations associated with Náile. The 

reader is first provided with an account of the creation of Náile’s holy well, which is made after the 

saint throws his crozier over three ploughshares of land, creating a fountain of clear water.717 While 

the Uí Dhroma are again not mentioned by name, the text indicates that the erenagh of Náile’s 

church will be the first to wash in the well (topar), as well as receive bountiful food in exchange for 

their hospitality. This can only refer to the limestone well which is in Cill Náile old graveyard close 

 
715 Seosamh Ó Dufaigh, ‘Lasair of Aghavea’, Clogher Record 18, no. 2 (2004): 299–318. 
716 ibid., 205; This connection could also come through the fact that both Náile and Molaise are said to be descendants 
of Nad Froích, thus being genealogically related - Ó Riain, Corpus Genealogarium Sanctorum Hiberniae, 19; O’Grady, Silva 
Gadelica, 1:17. 
717 The creation of a fountain, well, or spring from stone or otherwise solid ground is a common hagiographical trope 
found especially in Irish Lives, especially when the holy spring is used for baptism – this is an Old Testament reference 
to Number 20, wherein Moses provides water for the Israelites by striking his staff on a rock, perhaps intentionally 
connecting Náile to the prophet. Farannán is similarly connected to Moses as discussed in Chapter 3, as is St Patrick 
famously in his own hagiographical tradition. Gillespie, ‘Saints and Manuscripts in Sixteenth-Century Breifne’, 553. See 
also for example, Book II.10 of VSC Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 247., Betha Mochuda, Betha 
Maedoc Ferna, Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, I:195, 291; Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives 
of Irish Saints, 1922, II:180, 281. and other examples as catalogued by Dorothy Ann Bray Bray, A List of Motifs in the Lives 
of the Early Irish Saints, 102. 
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to the ruins of the medieval church (see fig. 4 above).718 This section of chapter 10 is also the first in 

which Náile is presented as cursing those who would disrespect his church, the foundation legend of 

which is preserved in the following chapter 11. In the part of the Life which describes the creation 

of the holy well, Náile is refused a drink of water from another saint, Ternóc, who effectively tells 

Náile to ‘get your own water.’ As a result of this indignation, Ternóc, after spending some time 

cursing Náile, is forcibly removed from his own church, which is referred to as Cluain Caem. The 

church is given to Náile, and his claim to it is strengthened through a covenant made with Maedóc, 

yet another major saint with Breifne connections. This serves to describe the foundation of the 

church in Cill Náile and the establishment of Náile’s cult, as Raymond Gillespie noted.719 It also 

demonstrates the sanctity of the saint and his claim to the land previously associated with Ternóc, 

thus perhaps reflecting the interests of the erenagh and the local community. Ternóc’s upheaval for 

Náile’s church is still reflected in the folklore of Cill Náile, which might indicate that this was a local 

tradition.720 

Seosamh Ó Dufaigh identified ‘Ternóc,’ (also Daternóc, among other variants as seen in 

Betha Náile) as being the ‘informal’ name of Tigernach of Clones.721 The remains of a chapel 

dedicated to Tigernach in the townland of Killaghduff, parish of Cill Náile, may also indicate that 

there was some veneration of the saint in the area local to Náile’s church.722 Understanding Ternóc 

as the patron saint of Cluain Eois is perhaps evidence of the relationship between Cluain Eois, 

 
718 Fermanagh: Its Special Landscapes (Belfast: HMSO, 1991); Kelly, The Diocese of Kilmore, 178–81. 
719 Gillespie, ‘Captain Brian Maguire and His Books’, 104. 
720 NFCS 0968: 227; James Mc Govern (70) Cornalon, County Cavan. Uragh, County Cavan, 1938. Teacher: S. Ó 
Connachtáin. 
721 Ó Dufaigh, Tiarnach of Clones, 57. In personal correspondence, Pádraig Ó Riain informed me that the da- or ra- 
inserted in Ternóc’s name are repetition of the to- element of the name, which can be taken as a hypocoristic form of 
Earnán, associated with Inis Caoin. With the evidence presented above, I suspect the identification of 
‘Daternóc/Ternóc’ as Tigernach to be far more likely, but these forms of his name caused some confusion in the 
department research seminar on Betha Náile so I am very grateful for his explanation! O Cléirigh’s copy also deviates 
between spellings of this name, none of which resemble ‘Tigernach’ in this section of the text. 
722 Kelly, The Diocese of Kilmore, 159. 
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Daimhinis, and Cill Naile at the time of the text’s composition. Náile’s expulsion of 

Ternóc/Tigernach in this sense would indicate some level of resentment against Cluain Eois and its 

primacy in the area of Lough Erne. In the context of the composition of Betha Laisre, Ó Dufaigh 

noted that the Meig Uidhir were envious of the church at Cluain Eois with its wealth and 

landholdings, as well as its patronage from their rivals, the Mic Mhathghamhna.723 Lasair’s father 

Rónán is said to have sent Lasair specifically to be educated by Molaise of Daimhinis because he was 

envious of the power and privilege granted to Cluain Eois through their relationship with Clann 

Colla Dá Chríoch (Mic Mhathghamhna of Airghialla).724 Her association with Achadh Bheithe, a 

smaller parish bordered by the Meig Uidhir territory of Achadh Urchair, illustrates the intentional 

association of the Uí Dhuibhgeannáin hagiographer to assert Lasair as a patron saint who was above 

the influence of Cluain Eois through her relationship with Molaise.725 Here, Náile’s removal of 

Ternóc/Tigernach might indicate that his hagiographer may also have been envious of Cluain Eois, 

or that the patron of Betha Náile may have been. The cult of Tigernach also was not restricted to 

Cluain Eois, as shown on the map of the high saints of Lough Erne earlier in this chapter. The saint 

had cult associations not only in the parish of Cill Náile, but surrounding Lough Erne, as well as in 

Ireland more broadly.726  

This account of Náile’s holy well and the foundation of Cill Náile is not the only occurrence 

of Tigernach’s appearance in the Life. He is later included among the saints of Lough Erne as one of 

the guarantors of Náile’s claims of baptism tribute from Lúan; and he is said to have been one of the 

owners of the holy bell constructed by Senan of Doire Brusca, which he gave to Molaise, and which 

ultimately became Náile’s holy relic associated with the Uí Dhroma. Ó Dufaigh notes that these two 

 
723 Ó Dufaigh, ‘Lasair of Aghavea’, 309. 
724 Gwynn and O’Duigenan, ‘The Life of St. Lasair’, 75. 
725 Ó Dufaigh, ‘Lasair of Aghavea’, 310. 
726 Some of these associations may have been late medieval introductions intended to bolster the prestige of the see of 
Clogher, see Seosamh Ó Dufaigh, ‘Rónán of Aghalurcher’, Clogher Record 19, no. 2/3 (2008 2007): 187. 
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appearances of Tigernach in Betha Náile appear to be placed in the wrong order, and that the editor 

“failed to notice this and was unable to recognize Tigernach of Cluain Eois in both sections.” In his 

words, the two sections lack ‘connection’ and ‘harmony of style.’727 This inconsistency may provide 

evidence that Betha Náile, similarly to Betha Laisre, was composed and revised over several periods of 

time. This would account for the lack of ‘harmony in its prose,’ as well as some evidence of the text 

having been composed by multiple scribes/authors. 

 Previous analyses of Irish hagiography have utilised placenames, constructed genealogies, 

and the preservation of local traditions as evidence for their places of composition. I suggested 

earlier that the Tír Chonaill portion of Betha Náile may have been composed by an author with 

knowledge of Náile’s connection with Inbhear Náile. This equal preservation of the foundation of 

Kinawley and Náile’s holy well could also indicate that this portion of the Life was composed by 

someone with intimate knowledge of the church and its local landscape, who may have been a 

member of Náile’s erenagh family. Some evidence for the composition of hagiography of saints local 

to the upper Lough Erne area by members of coarb/erenagh families has already been demonstrated 

through the case of Betha Laisre, which was composed by a member of the Uí Dhuibhgeannain. The 

fact that the witness for both surviving copies of this Life was a copy made by Cú Choigríche Ó 

Duibhgheannáin in the 17th century indicates that the text was passed through multiple generations 

of the coarb family for at least 200 years.728 It might be suggested then that Betha Náile could have 

been written and preserved in a similar way, although as noted, references to members of the Uí 

Dhroma are not present in the Life. 

 
727 Ó Dufaigh, Tiarnach of Clones, 57. 
728 This is taking into account the two dates suggested for the composition of Betha Laisre. Seosamh Ó Dufaigh posits a 
date of 1470 for the surviving text, but notes that it was likely composed by 1307. Ó Riain also noted that the text is 
characteristic of Irish Lives written in the 14th century. Ó Dufaigh, ‘Lasair of Aghavea’, 315; Pádraig Ó Riain, ‘Irish 
Saints’ Cults and Ecclesiastical Families’, in Local Saints and Local Churches in the Early Medieval West (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 299. 
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4.3.5 Solamh Ó Droma and the Book of Ballymote 

 
 Despite this, the career of one member of the Uí Dhroma may provide some evidence that 

the Life may have been compiled by a member of the erenagh family of Cill Náile. The Book of 

Ballymote, or RIA M 23 P 12, was the product of three named scribes: Maghnus Ó Duibhgeannáin, 

Solamh Ó Droma, and Robertus Mac Síthigh. While Mac Síthigh’s background is relatively 

unknown, Ó Duibhgeannáin was a member of the famed hereditary family who produced Betha 

Laisre,729 and Ó Droma was most likely from the sept associated with Cill Náile. The production of 

the manuscript occurred at the end of the 14th century, likely before 1397, in the home of Tomaltach 

Mac Donnchaidh in Ballymote, co. Sligo, and was partially copied in Cepach Ruittin, co. Tipperary 

under the apparent tutelage of Giolla na Naomh Mac Aodhagáin, in the house of his brother, 

Domhnall.730 While a scribal note from Ó Duibhgeannáin declared that the manuscript was his, 

Ruairí Ó hUiginn notes that it ultimately belonged to Clann Donnchaidh, at least, by the time the 

manuscript was sold to Aodh Dubh Ó Domhnaill in 1522.731 Ó Duibhgeannáin would have been 

relatively young at the time of the manuscript’s compilation, whereas Ó hUiginn notes that Ó 

Droma may have been an older, already trained scribe. A comprehensive discussion as to the origins 

of the Book of Ballymote is well beyond the scope of this thesis, however, Solamh Ó Droma’s 

involvement in its completion provides some evidence of at least one member of the Uí Dhroma 

employed as a scribe in the medieval period. Tomás Ó Concheannáin further noted that Solamh Ó 

Droma’s hand may also be found in the Yellow Book of Leacán, demonstrating his involvement in 

the completion of at least one other surviving manuscript.732  

 
729 Walsh, ‘The Learned Family of O Duigenan’; Walsh, ‘David O Duigenan, Scribe’. 
730 Máire Ní Mhaonaigh, ‘Universal History and the Book of Ballymote’, in Codices Hibernenses Eximii II: Book of Ballymote, 
ed. Ruairí Ó hUiginn (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2018), 35. 
731 Ruairí Ó hUiginn, ‘The Book of Ballymote: Scholars, Sources, and Patrons’, in Codices Hibernenses Eximii II: Book of 
Ballymote, ed. Ruairí Ó hUiginn (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2018), 192, 198–200, 201–4; Tomás Ó Concheanainn, 
‘The Book of Ballymote’, Celtica 14 (1981): 19–21. 
732 Tomás Ó Concheanainn, ‘The YBL Fragment of Táin Bó Flidais’, Celtica 13 (1980): 56–57. 
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Pádraig Ó Machain noted that ecclesiastical interest in ‘native’ Gaelic book production was 

heightened in the 14th and 15th centuries. As he stated: “It is therefore worth referring to the fact that 

of the scribes whose work survives from the fourteenth or very early fifteenth century, a significant 

number bear biblical Christian names: Ádhamh Ó Cuirnín, Ádhamh Ó Cianáin, Ádhamh Cúisín, 

Lúcás Ó Dalláin, and of course Solamh Ó Droma of BB, who was also a participant in a section of 

the Yellow Book of Lecan.”733 As Brian Ó Cuiv noted that these names may have been adopted over 

the course of an individual’s ecclesiastical career, rather than a baptismal or birth name, Ó Machain 

pointed to Ádhamh Ó Cianáin, who became a canon of Lios Gabhail as an example. On this basis, 

he suggested that Solamh Ó Droma may have utilised both his secular and ecclesiastical training in 

his scribal work.734 The Book of Ballymote not only contains a striking number of hound 

illustrations, but also scribal notes attributed to the three main scribes of the manuscript. These, 

including Solamh Ó Droma’s own probationes, all include several religious references and prayers, 

especially to the Trinity, which may also indicate the ecclesiastical background of the scribes.735  

The late 14th century entry in AU discussed in section 4.3.3 of this chapter which records the 

death of Eoin h-Ua Droma, vicar of Cill Náile, and a contemporary of Solamh, also offers some 

evidence for members of the Uí Dhroma in ecclesiastical positions. Later, in a letter to Rome in 

1444, Maitiú Uí Dhroma requested that he might be assigned the vicarage of Cill Náile following the 

death of Padráic Uí Dhroma, indicating that the position might be appointed from members of the 

Uí Dhroma sept.736 At the time of writing, Maitiú had already been appointed to the vicarage by the 

‘controversial’ bishop of the diocese of Kilmore, Domhnall Ó Gabhann. As Liam Kelly pointed out, 

 
733 Pádraig Ó Machain, ‘The Book of Ballymote and the Irish Book’, in Codices Hibernenses Eximii II: Book of Ballymote, ed. 
Ruairí Ó hUiginn (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2018), 228. 
734 Ó Machain, 229. 
735 ibid., 230. 
736 "Lateran Regesta, 411: 1444-1445," in Calendar of Papal Registers Relating To Great Britain and Ireland: Volume 9, 
1431-1447, ed. J A Twemlow (London: His Majesty's Stationery Office, 1912), 436-445. British History Online, accessed 
March 15, 2023, http://www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-papal-registers/brit-ie/vol9/pp436-445. 
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several other vicars appointed by the bishop also wrote to Rome requesting their positions to be 

confirmed, so this may have been Maitiú Uí Dhroma’s sole reason for concern.737 Nemeas Uí 

Dhroma, who was clerk of the diocese of Kilmore and later canon, wrote to Rome on several 

occasions between 1453-1477, notably requesting the vicarage of Tempullmuret, co. Cavan, in 

1453.738  

 Ó Droma’s involvement with the Book of Ballymote also places a member of the Uí 

Dhroma in direct contact with at least one other individual from one of the most esteemed learned 

families of North Connacht – the Uí Dhuibhgeannáin. The death of Fearghal Muimhneach Ó 

Duibhgeannáin, who founded Cill Rónáin in 1339,739 is recorded in the Annals of Connacht in 

1357.740 The early 14th century dating of the earliest content of Betha Laisre, as posited by Seosamh Ó 

Dufaigh, would place its original composition close to the foundation of this church. He postulated 

that, despite the difficulties of dating the text to any earlier period, it was likely compiled out of 

already extant material and legends relating to Lasair held by the coarb family.741 As an Uí 

Dhuibhgeannáin, it seems utterly impossible that Maghnus Ó Duibhgeannáin would not have been 

aware of the Life written for their patron saint. 

While manuscripts such as the Book of Ballymote were produced for patrons, scribal activity 

in this period was not limited to this practice. The literary tradition of the Breifne-Fermanagh 

Area,742 in the late medieval period, supplemented with its connections to Sligo, North Roscommon, 

and Tír Chonaill, was made distinct not only by the number of ecclesiastical and learned families 

who worked in these areas, but also through the network of scribes which existed as a result. Scribes 

 
737 Kelly, The Diocese of Kilmore, 124–27. 
738 ibid., 97–98, 136. 
739 Simms notes that there may have been a pre-existing church site due to the presence of a neighbouring holy well 
dedicated to St Lasair; Simms, Gaelic Ulster in the Middle Ages, 381. 
740 Freeman, Annála Connacht, A.D. 1224-1544, 1357.6. 
741 Ó Dufaigh, ‘Lasair of Aghavea’, 310. 
742 Ó Mórdha, ‘Some Aspects of the Literary Tradition of the Bréifne-Fermanagh Area’. 
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within the same learned families not only worked together but produced material for each other’s 

use. Pádraig Ó Machain provides, as an example of this: “Seaán Ó Cianáin wrote the genealogical 

quinion that is now the first part of Rawlinson B 506 for Ádhamh Ó Cianáin, who himself wrote 

what is now NLI G 2-3 for his own use, copying part of the material at least from the book of his 

teacher, Seaán Ó Dubhagáin.”743 This type of collaborative work extended to pupil-mentor 

relationships as well as pupils working together as seen in the case of the Book of Ballymote. 

Manuscripts were furthermore compiled for personal use as well as on behalf of learned families in 

order to be kept in their libraries. In Ó Machain’s words: 

 
This familiar, and often fraternal or familial, element, in the creation of manuscripts, therefore, in combination 
with the personal aspect of books being created for the scholar’s own use, dominates the relationship between 
scribe and recipient at this time, and shows the learned classes making books for themselves to a far greater 
extent than for members of any external nobility. One might go farther and suggest that in some cases what we 
are seeing is some of the most long-lived of the learned families–those of Ó Cianáin, Mac Fhirbhisigh and Mac 
Aodhagáin, for example–engaged in the process of creating their family libraries. Nor would it take too many 
manuscripts to make up a library: one big collection of gatherings would suffice, such as we have in BB, in fact. 
Whatever the circumstances, the personal or familial manuscript is much more easily identified among the 
surviving corpus of late medieval manuscripts than is the manuscript created expressly at the behest of a 
patron.744 
 

It is of additional note that the Book of Ballymote shares some of its content with manuscripts 

which were produced by other members of these learned families within the same approximate 

period. Its connection with Leabhar Mór Leacán, the manuscript discussed in the previous chapter, is 

well-known.745 The manuscript known as the Ó Cianáin Miscellany, NLI MS G 2-3 (originally a 

single MS and has since been separated into two), though earlier than the Book of Ballymote, also 

shares some of its contents.  

 Adhamh Ó Cianáin, a member of the coarb family of Cluain Eois and abbot of Lios 

Gabhail, copied this manuscript around 1345 for his own use, but it was later owned by the Uí 

Mhaoilchonaire of Roscommon. This passage of ownership possibly reflects the “close contacts 

 
743 Ó Machain, ‘The Book of Ballymote and the Irish Book’, 232. 
744 ibid., 233. 
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maintained by the scholars of the Bréifne-Fermanagh-Sligo-North Roscommon district.”746 Among 

its varying contents, perhaps most relevant to this thesis, are genealogies of Colum Cille, Baoithín, 

Patrick, and Finnian of Clonard. Another manuscript, King’s Inns MS 12-13, was compiled by 

Maoleachlainn Ó Cianáin in 1492. This manuscript consists primarily of Irish translations of 

Classical texts, such as Togail Traoi but also contains the only copy of Imtheachta Æniasa, the Irish 

translation of the Aeneid, outside of the recension preserved in the Book of Ballymote.747 That copy 

is in the hand of Solamh Ó Droma, which also could be some evidence for contact between 

members of the Uí Dhroma and one of the most pre-eminent scribal families of Fermanagh. While 

these are obviously speculative suggestions, both recensions could be from a common source, the 

material could have been passed from Uí Dhroma to Uí Chianáin, or an exemplar may have been 

held in a family library. It is nonetheless clear that scribes and members of learned families had a 

significant amount of inter-scribal contact, especially given their interest in producing senchas 

manuscripts; and members of the Uí Dhroma would have likely been included within these scribal 

networks. 

Although Solamh Ó Droma is the only recorded member of the Uí Dhroma working as a 

scribe, what has been presented above has ideally demonstrated that members of this family, like the 

others working in Fermanagh in the 14th and 15th centuries, were likely involved in scribal activities, 

the preservation of senchas, and manuscript production. As the Uí Dhroma were the erenagh family 

of Cill Náile, they would have had an especial interest in asserting the status of their church, as well 

as their claims to land under the control of Meig Uidhir. 

 

 

 
746 Ó Mórdha, ‘Some Aspects of the Literary Tradition of the Bréifne-Fermanagh Area’, 33. 
747 Pádraig de Brún, Catalogue of Irish Manuscripts in King’s Inns Library, Dublin (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced 
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4.3.6 Betha Náile and Betha Laisre 

 
 Structurally, there is little similarity between Betha Laisre and Betha Náile aside from the 

saints’ claims of tribute owed to their respective churches in these texts. There is furthermore no 

demonstrable evidence that either Maghnus Ó Duibhgeannáin or Solamh Ó Droma personally had 

any involvement in the composition of either Life. However, Betha Laisre is perhaps the best parallel 

of comparison in terms of the context in which Betha Náile may have originated.  

As Seosamh Ó Dufaigh has shown, the equation of Rónán of Cill Rónáin, the church of the 

Uí Dhuibhgeannáin, with Rónán of Achadh Urchair, is a contrived one. Lasair, who is presented in 

Betha Laisre as his daughter, was also introduced to Achadh Bheithe in order to provide the small 

parish with its own patron saint. “The introduction of Lasair to Aghavea as a parish patron was 

determined by the contrived parallel with Kilronan co Roscommon where Ronan and Lasair were 

established joint-patrons and portrayed as father and daughter. What O Duigenan’s case 

presupposes, is that there was a living cult of Ronan in place in Aghalurcher when the Life was being 

composed.”748 Rónán and Lasair are attached to the Uí Néill of Tyrone who rivaled the claims of the 

Uí Dhomhnaill over Fermanagh for several centuries.749 In Achadh Urchair, Rónán was a ‘minor’ 

patron saint who was not nearly as influential as Tigernach of Cluain Eois.750 In the Clogher 

Register, Rónán’s father is said to be Aodh Dubh, ‘king of Airghialla.’ Although there is nothing to 

indicate that Aodh Dubh was ever king of Airghialla, as Ó Dufaigh points out, this illustrious 

ancestor (similarly to Náile’s own father, Óengus Mac Nad Froích), allowed for his elevated status in 

Achadh Urchair. He states: “At the end of the 14th century, therefore, Ronan was seen as a bishop 

 
748 Ó Dufaigh, ‘Rónán of Aghalurcher’, 195. 
749 If, as Ó Dufaigh posits, Betha Laisre in its surviving form was compiled around 1470, this would align with Fermanagh 
being under Uí Néill jurisdiction until the 1480s; Livingstone, The Fermanagh Story, 24–27; Simms, ‘Medieval Fermanagh’, 
87–93; Simms, ‘The Medieval Kingdom of Lough Erne’, 131; Simms, Gaelic Ulster in the Middle Ages, 153. 
750 Ó Dufaigh, ‘Lasair of Aghavea’, 317. 
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who was also a king’s son.”751 This, as Ó Dufaigh argues, allowed the Meig Uidhir to assert his rights 

to Achadh Urchair as their local patron.752 

 This intentional Meig Uidhir meddling in the identity of these patron saints is also seen 

through the production of Betha Laisre. 

Ronan of Aghalurcher, however, was but a minor patron and yielded precedence to the influential 
Tighernach of Clones whose hagiological writ ran throughout medieval Fermanagh and neighbouring 
Oirghialla. This titular dependency on Clones was irksome, especially as the Clones church-lands were 
controlled by the MacMahons, the traditional enemies of Maguire. Maguire, therefore, wanted not 
only a patron for Aghavea; he wanted a patron who was independent of Clones. The church of 
Clones was also the centre of a rural deanery which included Tydavnet, the church of Davnet, 
patroness of the diocese. The compiler of the Life solved Maguire’s problem with subtlety and 
sophistication. He began with the assumption that Aghavea and Aghalurcher parishes were one and 
the same, Aghalurcher whose boundaries joined those of Tydavnet at the summit of Sliabh Beagh. He 
then made Davnet the sister of a Fermanagh saint, Lasair of Killesher, and gave them a common 
father, Ronan, not of Aghalurcher as we might expect, but of the more neutral and more distant 
Dromiskin. Then by local association with Ronan of Aghalurcher, and to meet the need of his 
Maguire sponsors within the conventions of his craft, Lasair became patroness of Aghavea.753  
 

Ó Dufaigh also made the following salient point in terms of Rónán: “The disproportionate influence 

of the Maguire lords and their unlimited intrusion into ecclesiastical affairs in all parts of Fermanagh 

were notorious even by the standards of the age and have been well documented by historians at 

national level.”754 It is clear from this discussion that ‘intrusion’ extended to the production of 

hagiography, and particularly the Lives of saints in whom members of the Meig Uidhir had interest. 

If Betha Náile was ultimately compiled by a member of the Uí Dhroma, could the inclusion of Lúan, 

discussed earlier in this chapter, indicate Meig Uidhir influence or even patronage? 

 While the political atmosphere of Achadh Urchair, Achadh Bheithe, and Fermanagh east of 

Lough Erne makes Meig Uidhir influence on the production of Betha Laisre quite clear, the context 

for some version of Betha Náile produced in the late medieval period is more difficult to place. One 

possible suggestion is that Cill Náile’s relative distance from the churches of the other erenagh 

 
751 Ó Dufaigh, ‘Rónán of Aghalurcher’, 196. 
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families of Fermanagh, though located just across the water from the Meig Uidhir capital of Achadh 

Urchair, garnered Meig Uidhir and Uí Dhroma interest in ensuring that a Life of Náile which firmly 

asserted his right to Cill Náile as its patron saint was completed. Its location in the barony of 

Clanawley (the parish of Kinawley is located both in Clanawley and neighbouring Knockninny), is 

perhaps further evidence of this. While the Anglicised version of the placename resembles Cill Náile, 

the name is derived from Clann Amhlaoibh.755 Amhlaoibh was the son of the first Mag Uidhir 

overking of Fermanagh, Donn Carrach Mag Uidhir, and died in 1306. As mentioned earlier, Mag 

Uidhir expansion over Fermanagh territory in the 13th-14th centuries first was focused on the eastern 

shore of Lough Erne. Katharine Simms noted that this expansion into the west was due to the 

interest of ‘junior’ members of Meig Uidhir who were not in the direct royal lineage seeking to form 

chiefdoms of their own.  

The first such minor lordship was established by Amhlamh, son of Donn Carrach Maguire 
(+1306). He crossed to the western side of the lake and displaced Mac Giolla Fhinnéin as chief 
of Muinntear Peodachain.756 His descendants, the Clann Amhlaimh remained to dispute this title 
with the Mac Giolla Fhinnéin family, and the area now bears their name as the barony of 
Clanawley. It is noteworthy that the boundary of this barony extends further south than the older 
diocesan border, touching the western shore of the Upper Lake. It is possible that this extra land 
represents conquests by Clann Amhlaimh at the expense of Breifne.757   
 

This displacement of not one, but two, regional dynasties, through the spread of this branch of the 

Meig Uidhir was a common phenomenon. “Since this was primarily a change of lord rather than a 

change of landownership, the previous royal dynasty in the area seems often to have remained in situ, 

abandoning their claim to rule and taking their place among the other local landowners and nobility 

as subjects of the new chieftain.”758 The arrival of Amhlaoibh Mag Uidhir on this side of Lough 

Erne and the subsequent absorption of lands previously belonging to Breifne placed made Cill Náile 

 
755 Nollaig Ó Muraíle, ‘The Barony-Names of Fermanagh and Monaghan’, Clogher Record 11, no. 3 (1984): 189. 
756 See: Livingstone, The Fermanagh Story, 28. 
757 Simms, ‘The Medieval Kingdom of Lough Erne’, 132. 
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‘border’ territory.759 If this ‘extra land,’ particularly the inclusion of parts of Cnoc Ninnidh,760 was 

taken from Breifne through conquest, land disputes could have caused an element of uncertainty as 

to Meig Uidhir claim. These questions of territorial claim and expansion can be further 

demonstrated through cases like the death of Art Cuile Mag Uidhir of Cúil (Coole), son of Pilib (na 

Tuaidhe - the Battleaxe) Mag Uidhir. He was killed by the sons of Mag Shamhradháin, a Breifne 

sub-chieftain from Teallach Eachach (Tullyhaw, co. Cavan). The half-barony of Cúil (Coole) 

previously belonged to the territory of the Dartraighe (co. Monaghan) but was under Meig Uidhir 

control by the time of his death in 1397, as the Uí Chaiside were resident there.761 The territory of 

Mag Shamhradháin bordered Clann Amhlaoibh and Cnoc Ninnidh, and Simms notes that Meig 

Uidhir expansion into these areas could have resulted in the conflict which culminated in Art Cuile 

Mag Uidhir’s death.762 If the cult of Náile was in fact not brought by the Uí Dhroma with them to 

their erenagh lands in Fermanagh – could, as has been previously suggested, Náile have in fact, been 

fabricated in order to create a patron saint associated with this newly added Meig Uidhir territory? 

With this in consideration, it is interesting that there is no evidence, or even mention, of Saint 

Ninnidh of Inishmacsaint and Cnoc Ninnidh anywhere in Betha Náile. In comparison, the case of 

Betha Laisre is certainly evidence of members of the ruling family seeking to utilise saints to further 

their territorial claims.   

Another possibility is that Betha Náile could have been commissioned by a Meig Uidhir or Uí 

Dhroma patron from a member of the Uí Luinín or Uí Chianáin, who served as historians (ollamhain) 

to the Meig Uidhir. The hereditary lands of both septs were near to the church in Cill Náile – the Uí 

Luinín were the erenagh family of Arda, and the Uí Chianáin were that of Claoininis (Cleenish). Like 
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the Uí Dhroma, the Uí Luinín do not appear in the annals until the 14th century.763 Equally, the 

earliest mention of any member of the Uí Chianáin is Giolla na Naomh Ó Cianáin, who was abbot 

of Lios Gabhail in the late 14th century.764 Simms remarked that “the Uí Luinín held an intermediate 

rank among the medieval seanchaidhe, not as wealthy and nationally renowned as the Uí Mhaol 

Chonaire, nor as obscure as the Uí Chuindlis.”765 This point of course does not diminish their role in 

the scribal circuits of the area from the 14th to 17th centuries, during which time members of their 

families, like the many others working in the Lough Erne area copied all kinds of historically 

significant material in the preservation of senchas.766 On the other hand, the Ó Cianáin were one of 

the ‘leading’ hereditary learned families of Gaelic Ireland which had ecclesiastical roots, and whose 

members maintained connections to the church; for example, the two members of the family 

mentioned in this thesis thus far, who were both abbots of Lios Gabhail.  

One problem with the suggestion that a member of either of these scribal families may have 

played a part in the compilation of Betha Náile is that I have found no evidence of hagiography 

copied by the Uí Luinín, although Giolla Pádraic Ó Luinín collaborated with Míchéal Ó Cléirigh on 

their recension of Lebor Gabala which was copied at the monastery in Lios Gabhail. They 

furthermore contributed significantly to the compilation of the Annals of Ulster, the earliest copy of 

which was made by Ruaidhrí Ó Luinín.767 

 On the other hand, a now-lost manuscript containing hagiographical material compiled by 

an Uí Chianáin is evidenced to have existed. This was owned by Tadhg Óg Ó Cianáin who died in 

the early 17th century and who is most well-known for his account of the Flight of the Earls. This 
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was related in his diary which he kept through his travels from Donegal to Rome, dating between 

1607-1609.768 Míchéal Ó Cléirigh copied a Life of St Mochuda preserved in KBR MS 2324-40, which 

was completed in Cork in 1629. Another text relating to this saint, Indarba Mochuda a rRaithin, is 

preserved in KBR MS 4190-4200 ff. 266r-270v. This he states was copied at Drobhaois from a book 

written by Tadhg Ó Cianáin in 1627, which may be the earliest record of Ó Cléirigh’s own writing.769 

As this is the only text copied by Ó Cléirigh, it is unknown as to whether any, or how many other 

examples of hagiography may have been preserved in this book. At the very least it demonstrates 

that there was interest from at least one member of the Ó Cianáin in preserving hagiographical texts. 

 That manuscripts could be produced collaboratively between scribes from different learned 

families has been demonstrated through the example of the Book of Ballymote, as well as the fact 

that books of senchas were held in family libraries throughout Fermanagh, Breifne, and 

Sligo/Roscommon. This could indicate that multiple scribes could have had a hand in producing a 

Life of Náile. With the case of Betha Laisre in mind, if a form of the Life connecting Náile with 

Fermanagh was produced somewhere in either the 14th or 15th century, as I have suggested, it seems 

most likely through the circumstantial evidence presented above, that this text was compiled by a 

member of the Uí Dhroma. This was perhaps in response to the rise of the Meig Uidhir in 

Fermanagh, through the political interests of the Uí Dhroma in laying claim to the saint as his 

erenagh family by directing the narrative of the saint’s Life, and Meig Uidhir influence/patronage 

could account for the inclusion of their ancestor in the text, similarly to the life of Laisre. The 

recension of the text which survives in Ó Cléirigh’s manuscript, however, may present some 

credence as to a 16th century compilation as has been suggested by Raymond Gillespie.  
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4.4 The 16th Century Life of Náile 
 
In Chapter 1.7 of this thesis, I discuss the composition of Beatha Colaim Chille within the context of 

the development of the hagiographical tradition of Colum Cille in the 16th century. In that discussion 

I have demonstrated the reliance of Maghnus Ó Domhnaill on the Life of Caillín as preserved in the 

Book of Fenagh. Most crucially, the inclusion of material from that text which was re-adapted in 

order to assert Ó Domhnaill’s interests in the cult of Colum Cille and in re-asserting the claims of 

Clann Dálaigh. These two Lives have long been cited as the two most well-known examples of 

hagiography ‘newly’ composed in the northwest of Ireland in the 16th century. As has been 

demonstrated by Raymond Gillespie, there was an ‘explosion of literary activity’ in the late 15th and 

early 16th centuries which included not only hagiography, but books of poems and other 

historical/literary texts which were sponsored by members of families such as the Uí Raghallaigh, 

Clann Suibhne, and Clann Dálaigh.770 It might be argued, in consideration of the previous section of 

this chapter, that the networks of learned families already established in the northwest of Ireland by 

the 14th and 15th centuries provided a strong basis for the tradition of manuscript production, 

preservation of senchas, and textual composition to continue onwards in this later era of Gaelic 

Ireland. The Book of Fenagh and Beatha Colaim Chille were furthermore just two examples of 

hagiography produced during this period. “A Life of Molaisse of Devenish was written probably in 

the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century and certainly no later than 1520 when it is referred to in 

the register of Clogher; a Life of Caillín written at Fenagh in 1516; a Life of Colm Cille written under 

the direction of Manus O’Donnell in 1532; a Life of Maedoc written at Drumlane in County Cavan 
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probably c.1536; and finally a Life of Náile probably written for the church at Kinawley c.1550.”771  

4.4.1 Betha Caillín and Betha Maedoc Ferna 

 

 Out of this group, Betha Mholaise Dhaimhinse is the only Life which does not appear to be 

closely related to the others either in structure or in content.772 Maedóc of Ferns makes a brief 

appearance in the text, but despite Molaise’s role in Betha Náile, Náile does not appear in his Life at 

all. The other four Lives, Betha Caillín, Beatha Colaim Chille, Betha Maedoc Ferna, and Betha Náile are 

intimately related to each other. The political contexts as to the compilation of Betha Caillín and 

Beatha Colaim Chille are the most easily understood. The Book of Fenagh was commissioned by 

Tadhg Ó Rodaighe from Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire of the Roscommon scribal family. As the 

coarb of the church at Fíonach (Fenagh), co. Leitrim (west Breifne), Ó Rodaighe was the successor 

of the patron saint of Fenagh, Caillín, whose church was allegedly founded in the 6th century. This 

role (comarba) was distinct from the erenagh (airchennach) in the earlier Middle Ages, who were 

hereditary tenants on church lands rather than direct successors of the saint. By the 16th century, 

however, the two terms were interchangeable, and the Ó Rodaighe family held both titles.773 The 

context for his commission of the Book of Fenagh was not solely due to his devotion to St Caillín, 

but in direct response to the fraught political atmosphere Fíonach found itself in 1516. The 

foundation of Creevelea Friary (An Chroabh Liath) by the Uí Ruairc, the historical rulers of west 

Breifne, and who had previously been patrons of Fenagh, “seemed to threaten Fenagh’s long-held 

status as an important ecclesiastical centre in the O’Rourke lordship.”774 Fíonach was drawn into the 
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773 Katharine Simms, ‘Frontiers in the Irish Church - Regional and Cultural’, in Colony and Frontier in Medieval Ireland: 
Essays Presented to J.F. Lydon, ed. T.B. Barry, Robin Frame, and Katharine Simms (London: The Hambledon Press, 1995), 
177; Henry Jeffries, ‘Erenaghs in Pre-Plantation Ulster: An Early Seventeenth Century Account’, Archivium Hibernicum 53 
(1999): 16–19. 
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struggles between the Meig Raghnaill of Muintir Eolais, the Uí Domhnaill, and the Uí Ruairc, until it 

was fully under control of the Uí Ruairc again by 1530. As Scott and Kelly say, “Tadhg Ó Rodaighe 

may also have had other motives for commissioning the book because even though it does contain a 

Life of St Caillín, it is neither devotional nor liturgical in style. The book was compiled at a time of 

upheaval and it seems intent on reaffirming the importance of the community at Fenagh and the 

rights and status of the Ó Rodaighe family in a changing world.”775 

 Muirgheas Ó Maoilchonaire noted in his colophon to the Book of Fenagh that he copied the 

Life out of an ‘old book’ which belonged to the church, and allegedly dated to the time of Caillín 

himself. This book consisted primarily of verse, and as Raymond Gillespie explained:  

Muirgheas’ chief task was to transform this collection of verse into a useable Life of 
the saint. This exercise involved a number of transformations. The first 
transformation was to turn a collection of random verse into a prose narrative and 
secondly that prose narrative had to conform to a set of rules that guided the genre 
of hagiography. In some ways the latter of these transformations was the easier one 
to make. To convey to the reader that the text was a piece of hagiography Muirgheas 
introduced it and concluded it with a homiletic formula, typical of that which 
prefaced the type of saint’s Life that was used in a sermon preached on the saint’s 
feast day. These two texts, as R.A.S. Macalister identified, Muirgheas borrowed word 
for word from the Irish Life of St. Berach.776 
 

A copy of Betha Beraigh was probably owned by the Uí Mhaoilchonaire which allowed its 

incorporation into Betha Caillín. Muirgheas focused on composing prose introductions to the 13th 

century verse preserved in the ‘old book,’ but clearly did not have any qualms with introducing other 

hagiographical material into the Life from elsewhere. Gillespie also demonstrated that he utilised 

Lebor Gabala for some of this work, and “in doing so he was simply appealing to a standard and 

authoritative source for the early history of Ireland to confirm or refute the verse.”777 This was used 

to create a text which had a degree of authenticity in its reflection of other earlier medieval examples 
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777 ibid., 75. 
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of Irish literature. A significant portion of the Life is additionally focused on the tributes owed to 

Fíonach as a result of Caillín’s baptism of Áed Dubh, and his subsequent transformation into Áed 

Fionn. This is striking in its structural similarity to Náile’s baptism of Lúan and claims of tribute 

owed to him from the Meig Uidhir. Áed Fionn was an ancestor of the Uí Ruairc, and Gillespie 

remarked that this was intended as a ‘warning’ to them against “undermining the importance of the 

church of Fenagh.”778 This warning was extended to the Uí Dhomhnaill due to their threat from the 

north, although Caillín and Colum Cille are presented in connection with each other in the Life, and 

Caillín and Colum Cille receive the blessing of Colum Cille.779 Gillespie argued that Ó 

Maoilchonaire’s reworking of the ‘old book’ of Fenagh in this way invented a ‘new saint’s Life’ 

which was quickly available in multiple copies, as demonstrated through Ó Maoilchonaire’s revision 

of his own work to befit the Uí Dhomhnaill, through which some of its material was incorporated 

into Beatha Colaim Chille in 1532.780 

 I have discussed the political motivations and atmosphere in terms of the compilation of 

Beatha Colaim Chille in Chapter 1.7, through which it is clear that this use of other hagiographical 

material, and local accounts and folklore regarding saints was characteristic of hagiography compiled 

in the 16th century. Unlike Caillín and Náile, who each only have one surviving Life, Maedóc’s 

hagiographical tradition is preserved in six Latin Lives, and seven Irish.781 Of relevance to this 

chapter is the ‘second’ Life of the saint, of which there is only one copy as preserved by Míchéal Ó 

Cléirigh in Brussels MS 2324-40 which connects him not only to Leinster, but also his two Ulster 

cult associations of Ros Inbhir (Rossinver) co. Leitrim, and Droim Leathan (Drumlane), co. Cavan, 

which are attested from the 12th century. Ó Cléirigh’s colophon states that he received the text from 
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old books belonging to the Uí Chuirnín.782 This incorporates some of the prose Latin Life and 

adopts the same prosimetric style as Betha Caillín and Betha Náile; although Betha Maedoc Ferna 

incorporates the poems of Gilla Mo Duta Ó Caiside, as well as a ‘verse history’ of Maedóc as written 

by Sighraidh Mór Ó Cuirnín, who is credited for the poem in the heading of the Life in the 

manuscript.783 The text is focused on the political interests of all three of Maedóc’s church 

associations, however, as Raymond Gillespie has suggested, the text may have been revised in order 

to bolster the church and cult of Maedóc in Ros Inbhir. The reasons for this revision in the 16th 

century are unclear. Nevertheless, it is is likely to have occurred after the completion of Beatha Colaim 

Chille. This can be seen through the inclusion of the tradition that Colum Cille returned to heaven 

every Thursday, and several other passages which seem to have been copied directly from BCC, 

indicating that the hagiographer likely had access to a copy.784 Maedóc is additionally said to have 

been granted his church at Ros Inbhir through Colum Cille himself, in an account not dissimilar to 

the tradition of Náile’s foundation of Inbhear Náile.785 His claims of tribute from Fermanagh, like 

Náile, are also guaranteed by his association with Molaise.786 The hagiographer’s reliance on Betha 

Caillín as a source is also clearly seen through the adaption of the baptism of Áed Dubh, which is 

instead attributed to Maedóc. The tributes which are claimed by Caillín in the Book of Fenagh are 

 
782 Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, I:289. 
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(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2002), 326–41; On the poems in these Lives, see: Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of 
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Sixteenth-Century Saint’s Life: The Second Irish of St. Maedoc’, 149; O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: 
Life of Colum Cille, 417. 
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readapted to befit Maedóc, and his hagiographer clearly had no qualms in readapting other earlier 

material with which to formulate his Life.787 The text finally reflects Maedóc’s role as a Breifne saint 

associated with both the Uí Ruairc through Rossinver and the Uí Raghaillaigh, who are required, by 

the terms of the Life, to greatly honour Maedóc’s church in Drumlane.788  

4.4.2 The 16th Century Revision of Betha Náile 

 
 This rewriting, reproducing, and restructuring of saints’ Lives in the 16th century may be  the 

context in which Betha Náile, as preserved by Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, was likely produced. I have 

suggested in the previous section of this chapter that a Life, or at least some of the materials which 

have become Náile’s Life, were probably produced by his erenagh family, the Uí Dhroma, at some 

point in either the 14th or 15th centuries. The revision of already extant materials relating to the saint, 

as seen here, was common practice in the 16th century in the interest of the creation of ‘new’ Lives 

which met the requirements of the churches and coarb/erenagh families during this later period. 

The reason(s) for the revision of Náile’s Life during this time is unfortunately even less clear than 

that of Betha Maedoc Ferna. As noted in the previous section of this chapter, Liam Kelly and Gillespie 

suggested that Betha Náile was composed in approximately 1540 in response to a raid on Cill Náile 

by the Uí Raghallaigh in 1538.789 The church was burned and likely had to be reconstructed. This 

could be reflected in chapter 17 of the text, in which Náile calls upon Maedóc as the guarantor of his 

curse upon the men of Breifne. In Maedoc’s own Life, as mentioned above, the Uí Raghallaigh are 

explicitly told to honour Droim Laighean, and are warned if this is not upheld. It seems unlikely that 

the hagiographer of Betha Náile in the 16th century was not aware of this connection between 
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Maedóc and Breifne, and perhaps the guarantee of Náile’s curse on the Uí Raghallaigh is intended as 

an intentional and forceful rebuke from their own saint. This could also be commentary on Uí 

Raghallaigh affairs within the church in the dioceses of Kilmore and Clogher.790 While Fermanagh 

and the Lough Erne area remained bastions of Gaelic culture until the Flight of the Earls, the Uí 

Raghallaigh, despite their patronage of Drumlane Priory and Kells, aligned themselves with the 

Anglo-Normans, and quickly became Anglicised.791 On this, P. J. Duffy noted that “In the sixteenth 

century, the O’Reillys, like the Mac Mahons and Maguires of Fermanagh, were wedged between the 

Gaelic stronghold to the north in Ulster and the strengthening English bridgehead to the south in 

the Pale.”792 Other raids upon the Meig Uidhir by the Uí Raghaillaigh in Fermanagh, and in return, 

raids on the Uí Raghallaigh by the Meig Uidhir in east Breifne may also have accounted for the 

intentional utilisation of Náile’s curse against them by his hagiographer.793  

 Kelly further notes that control over Cill Náile appears to have been contentious, as Pope 

Paul III granted the rectory of the church to Seán Mag Uidhir, who was a cleric from the Clogher 

diocese in 1538, but only if the bishop of Kilmore agreed. From the structure of the text as it 

survives, it seems that Betha Náile was modelled on the other examples of hagiography produced in 

the 16th century discussed above. The Life shares material with Betha Caillín, Beatha Colaim Chille, and 

Beatha Maedoc Ferna, which could indicate that copies of these other Lives were available to the scribe 

who completed the text. I believe it most likely that the material shared between Betha Náile and 
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Betha Caillín are due to the latter’s influence in the completion of the Life of Maedóc.794 The account 

of Lúan’s baptism in particular appears to have been significantly influenced by Maedóc and Caillín’s 

baptism of Áed Dubh, and has been adapted to redesignate the ancestor of the Uí Ruairc to be one 

of the earliest ancestors of the Meig Uidhir, who was discussed in the previous section of this  

chapter. This baptism of Lúan introduces what Gillespie refers to as a ‘lebor sochair,’ in which Náile 

demands first fruits as tribute owed to Cill Náile in exchange for performing Lúan’s baptism. 

Pádraig Ó Riain drew attention to the legal nature of this chapter of the Life, in which a contract is 

formed between Náile and Lúan. Sochar of course has the meaning of an ‘advantageous contract. In 

this case, the advantage is the claim of tribute from the Meig Uidhir. If the tribute is not upheld, as 

Náile emphasises (through cursing), Lúan’s descendants, the Meig Uidhir, will be removed from 

power as a result of their betrayal. It is difficult to discern what, if any, event may have led to the 

hagiographer of Náile’s Life specifically indicating that a certain branch of Meig Uidhir would betray 

Náile’s church, as may be seen in the text. However, in comparison to other examples of this charter 

structure in hagiography, the threat of a curse from a saint in response to the lack of tribute payment 

is fairly common. Furthermore, the first fruits of animals, humans, and crops owed as tribute to 

Irish monasteries was well established in the early Middle Ages, as is seen through its presence in 

Córus Bésgnai.795 

 This section of the text additionally resembles the notitiae used by Columban monasteries. 

The formula is commonly found in hagiography and ecclesiastical writing, in which it is utilised in 
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order to name the sureties and property rights of churches.796 The inclusion of the high saints of 

Lough Erne, as highlighted in the previous section of this chapter, allowed Náile’s hagiographer to 

present the other important saints of the area as witnesses to Náile’s claim. Perhaps this served to 

emphasise the validity and the legitimacy of his cult in the face of the saints who were connected to 

the other erenagh families surrounding Lough Erne, as well as those in Breifne who rivaled him. 

That Sinell, Tigernach, and Rónán are used as witnesses and abettors to Náile’s curse in this sense 

appears to reflect the hagiographer’s political interest in asserting Náile’s connection and equal 

standing to the patron saints of Cluain Inis, Cluain Eois, and Achadh Urchair, the heart of Meig 

Uidhir territory.  

 The use of this charter formula was key, as Wendy Davies noted, in “the development of a 

cult, for property was the possession of the saint and hence protected by him.”797 It also served to 

reinforce the rights of the saint, in this case, likely to reinforce Náile’s tribute claim from the Meig 

Uidhir on behalf of the erenagh. A key component to this section of the Life is Náile’s 

reinforcement of his claim through the threat of a curse from his holy bell. Saints’ curses with holy 

bells are especially common in hagiography as well as folklore. The use of Náile’s bell offered not 

only holy protection through its existence as his relic, but in theory, insurance of the maintenance of 

tribute to be paid from the Meig Uidhir. Within the context of the 16th century, Karen Overbey’s 

point on the role of holy bells is also important: “[bells] figure prominently in accounts of 

administrative importance to the monastic community: land grants and locations of foundations, 

territorial rights, and the relative authority of church and state.”798  The saint’s holy bell was also a 
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source of identity for monastic and church communities, which could be used to ensure their church 

had a right to exist, and to guarantee contracts as seen in the case of Náile. I suggested previously in 

this chapter that Náile’s holy bell may have been newly made at the time of the compilation of this 

Life, and could have been one of the new reliquaries, as identified by Raymond Gillespie, created in 

southwest Ulster in either the 15th or 16th centuries, which included the Cathach of Colum Cille. If 

Náile’s holy bell was commissioned by the Uí Dhroma in the 16th century, this would present 

another possible reason as to the the compilation of Betha Náile. If the bell had been made earlier 

than this, perhaps in the end of the 15th century, the burning of Náile’s church could also offer some 

justification as to the creation of such a Life which emphasised Uí Dhroma claim to their church, as 

well as to demonstrate the power of their family relic. The newly revised Life could furthermore 

have served to be read at the church in Cill Náile for the saint’s feast day.  

4.4.3 Betha Náile and Betha Colaim Chille 

 
 Two passages are shared between Betha Náile and Beatha Colaim Chille. The first of these is the 

opening of Náile’s Life, which details the foundation of his church in Inbhear Náile. I have 

suggested the possibility that this portion of the Life could have been written in Tír Chonaill in the 

16th century, possibly in Ballysaggart Friary at the behest of Clann Suibhne Banagh. As I discussed in 

Chapter 1.7 of this thesis, in order to complete Beatha Colaim Chille, Ó Domhnaill sought all material 

relating to the saint possible, including other examples of hagiographical texts and folklore. I suggest 

that this story about Náile’s arrival in Inbhear Náile may have already been in circulation in southern 

Tír Chonaill by the time Ó Domhnaill commissioned his Life of Colum Cille. If it was not in a 

manuscript owned by Meic Suibhne Banagh, though Ó Cléirigh’s reference to the ‘old book’ which 

was his source would suggest otherwise, manuscripts commissioned by 16th century noble patrons 

included examples of hagiography, and it could have been preserved in a manuscript which has now 

been lost. This suggestion might be supported by the fact that the copy of the Middle Irish Life of 
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Colum Cille as utilised by Ó Domhnaill may have been in Leabhar Chlainne Suibhne. One problem 

with this hypothesis is that while the two versions of this account are similar, they are not exact, as 

seen in the opening of this section as preserved in BCC: 

Ri do gabustar do righi dá cóicedh Muman .i. Aonghas mac Nadfraich, 7 docondairc a ben aissling 
ingnath aen do oidhce .i. dar lé a beith fen taebtrom torruch 7 cuilen ferchon do breith di 7 a fothracad 
a lemhnocht, 7 gach inadh a n-Erind a tégheadh an cuilen ó sin amach do bidh lan do lemhnocht 
acédoir. Inisis an righan a haisling don righ 7 rucc an rí fen breth na haislinge 7 assed adubairt .i. 
‘Bérair-si mac,’ ar se, 7 baistfither a ngras aib Dé hé, 7 biaid sé ‘na nech naemtha ag sílad 7 ag senmoír 
breithre Dé in gach inadh a racha sé ar fud Erenn. Oir do gell Patraic damh, anuair tucus mo baili fein 
do .i. Caissel Mumhan, co mbértha-ssa mac damhsa 7 combeith se ‘na nech ro-naemtha.’ Beris an 
ben-sin righ Muman mac iarsin 7 adubairt ris tect mar a raibe uachtaran 7 cend creidme 7 crábaid cleri 
íarthair domain uili .i. C.c. mac Feidhlim 7 a comairli do gabáil góa bas 7 fearunn do gabail uadha a n-
inadh a ndingnad sé áitiugad 7 ecluis ina mbeith se ag molad De.799 
 

Overall, this material relating to Náile in BCC presents the same tradition that Náile arrives in 

Inbhear, where he is greeted by Colum Cille and the two saints bless the church land together. In 

Beatha Colaim Chille this is followed a story which is reminiscent of Christ’s feeding of the multitude, 

as Náile is embarrassed that Colum Cille and his followers do not have anything to eat, so the two 

saints miraculously cause the sea to produce enough fish on the strand to feed all who are present. 

This may have come from local folklore about Náile in Inbhear and which references to the strand 

which faces Inver Bay.800 The lack of exact correspondence between the passages could be the result 

of revision in order to emphasise Náile’s own agency by the Fermanagh based hagiographer of Betha 

Náile, or even, if this hypothesis is incorrect, that both versions of this account come from a now 

lost common source rather than directly from Ó Domhnaill’s Life. That this story of Náile’s 

miraculous fish bringing is reserved only for a single quatrain in Betha Náile could indicate that the 

Fermanagh hagiographer was less familiar with Inbhear Náile than the Tír Chonaill authors.  

 Another important point is that, because he is the son of Óengus Mac Nad Froích, in Betha 

Náile, Náile’s mother is stated to be Eithne, daughter of Crimthann. She is known elsewhere as 
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Eithne Úathach, who is described as a cannibal in Tairired na nDéissi, and is said to have been raised 

on the ‘flesh of infants’ in Foras Feasa Ar Éirinn.801 While the latter text postdates Betha Náíle, it 

seems unlikely that the author of this portion of the Life was unaware of her epithet or upbringing, 

especially given the 17th century reference to her just mentioned. ‘Eithne’ is a common name for the 

mothers of saints, especially in these late examples of hagiography.802 Náile’s hagiographer appears 

to have modelled this Eithne on the mother of Colum Cille who shares the same name. The 

prophetic dreams of Colum Cille’s mother are well documented in his hagiographical tradition, as 

she is described by Adomnán in VSC. As mentioned in Chapter 1, Ó Domhnaill readapted this 

material from Adomnán’s Life, and BCC preserves several other visions and prophecies experienced 

by her. Prophecies by the mother of a saint prior to the saint’s birth are of course not unique to 

Betha Náile and Beatha Colaim Chille.803 However, readapting the traditions of Colum Cille’s mother to 

Náile allowed for the creation of a new tradition in which Eithne, who would otherwise be 

remembered as a cannibal, could be legitimately believed to be the mother of a saint. This 

redemption of Eithne’s character is somewhat paralleled in the Life of St Ciarán, in which Ciaran 

miraculously cures her from adulterous desires by giving her blackberries to eat.804 The narrative 

structure of this introduction as present in both Lives is further reminiscent of a formula which 

appears to have been used in various examples of heroic literature in which a king is presented as a 

ruler of a certain territory and has a wife – sometimes named Eithne. Some parallel examples are 

found in Lebor Gabala, Eachtra Art Meic Cuind,805 and Cath Boinde,806 and other heroic literature, 
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Book of the History from Sect. XV to the End, Irish Texts Society 8 (London: Irish Texts Society, 1908), 316–17. 
802 Maedóc’s mother, for example, is also an Eithne who is said to have been from the race of Amalgaid. She also has a 
prophetic vision of her son’s birth, in which a star falls into her mouth, a reference to the star of Bethlehem; Plummer, 
Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, II:184. 
803 Bray, A List of Motifs in the Lives of the Early Irish Saints, 110–11. 
804 Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of Irish Saints, 1922, II:104. 
805 R. I. Best, ‘The Adventures of Art Son of Conn, and the Courtship of Delbchaem’, Ériu 3 (1907): 150–51. 
806 Joseph O’Neill, ‘Cath Boinde’, Ériu 2 (1905): 176. 
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though a full comparison goes beyond the scope of this chapter and will be examined in the future. 

At the very least, copies of Lebor Gabála were in circulation in the northwest of Ireland in the late 

medieval period,807 and this could indicate that this text was copied by a scribe who, like Muirgheas 

Ó Maoilchonaire, was attempting to demonstrate the authenticity of the Life by utilising this type of 

formula. Its presence in both accounts of Náile’s background does not appear to indicate Ó 

Cléirigh’s amending of the text, as has demonstrated in Chapter Three, but this could also be a 

possibility.  

 The second shared narrative in Betha Náile and Beatha Coluim Chille is a story in which Náile’s 

holy bell is said to have been made from a piece of iron used to defeat a monster following Colum 

Cille on his return to Ireland from Scotland. This account is different than the famous one in Book 

II.27 of VSC,808 which, as Jaqueline Borsje has demonstrated, was influenced by the Dialogi of 

Sulpicius Severus.809 Beatha Colaim Chille contains a revised of Book II.27 which generally preserves 

Adomnan’s account. However, both BCC and Betha Náile share second which may have been 

influenced by the story of the ‘Loch Ness Monster’ VSC. In both texts, Colum Cille is followed 

from Scotland to Ireland by a sea beast and is frozen with fear as he expects the monster to swallow 

his coracle whole with himself in it. He calls upon his relative, Senach of Doire Brusca, a blacksmith, 

who throws a ball of iron across the sea into the beast’s mouth. In Betha Náile, Colum Cille prays 

that the dead body of the beast will follow the boat back to Ireland until they arrive at a harbour. In 

Beatha Colaim Chille, he prays that the beast will be in Ireland upon his arrival, and he finds the body 

in Loch Foyle.810 Both versions of this contain the tradition that Náile’s holy bell, along with several 

 
807 It is worth mentioning that the recension of Lebor Gabála in Leabhar Mór Leacán was copied by Adhamh Ó Cuirnín in 
1418 (the same scribe mentioned in the previous section of this chapter and of the same scribal family as Sighraidh Mór 
Ó Cuirnín) on behalf of Giolla Ísu Mac Fhir Bhisigh; as well as Ó Cléirigh’s revised version of Lebor Gabála as discussed 
in Chapter 3; R.A.S. Macalister, Lebor Gabála Érenn: The Book of the Taking of Ireland Part 1, Irish Texts Society 34 (Dublin: 
Irish Texts Society, 1938), xviii. 
808 Anderson and Anderson, Adomnán’s Life of Columba, 130–35. 
809 Jacqueline Borsje, ‘The Monster in the River Ness in Vita Sancti Columbae’, Peritia 8 (1994): 27–34. 
810 O’Kelleher and Schoepperle, Betha Colaim Chille: Life of Colum Cille, 344–45. 
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other relics associated with saints of Lough Erne were created out of the piece of iron which killed 

the beast. In Betha Náile, the hagiographer builds upon this in emphasising that Colum Cille, through 

his role in the creation of Náile’s holy bell, is the principal guarantor of the contract made between 

Náile and Lúan through his baptism. If a copy of Beatha Colaim Chille was indeed circulating among 

the scribes of the northwest of Ireland in the 16th century, this intentional emphasis on the creation 

of Náile’s holy bell, which was held by the Uí Droma family until at least the 18th century; this could 

again reflect the intent of the hagiographer in asserting Náile’s connection with Colum Cille. In this 

account, Colum Cille is intentionally utilised a key figure in the miraculous origin of Náile’s bell 

shrine, which could serve to legitimise both Náile and his relic. The inclusion of this story could 

indicate that the Life was intentionally revised to incorporate this material by someone who may 

have recognised that Náile was associated with both Tír Chonaill and Fermanagh.  

 This discussion therefore presents one possibility as to how Betha Náile may have been 

revised and compiled in the 16th century. It has already been suggested elsewhere that the 

completion of the Lives of Caillín and Colum Cille may have spurred the substantial interest in the 

writing and compilation of saints’ Lives, particularly the Lives of saints connected with erenagh 

families, in the northwest of Ireland.811 Náile’s hagiographer had clear intentions to provide Náile 

with an advantageous connection to Molaise and Maedóc and was politically motivated to 

demonstrate that Náile was a saint who should be considered equal to the other high saints of 

Lough Erne. The 16th century revision of the Life, which probably occurred after Ó Domhnaill 

completed BCC in 1532 appears to have been done by someone with clear interests in further 

emphasising Náile’s connections to Colum Cille. As mentioned, and as might be seen in chapter 18 

of the text, Colum Cille is perhaps the most important guarantor called upon by Náile in his claims 

to tribute from the Meig Guidhir. The probability that Betha Náile, as it survives in Ó Cléirigh’s 

 
811 Gillespie, ‘Saints and Manuscripts in Sixteenth-Century Breifne’. 
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recension, is a 16th century composition, is evidenced through its similar prosimetic structure to the 

other Lives completed in the northwest of Ireland within the same period; all of which were revised 

of already extant older material relating to their respective saints, and similarly incorporated local 

folklore.  

4.5 Conclusion 
 
This chapter has only touched upon some of the wealth of interesting material preserved in Náile’s 

Life, which I hope to expand upon in the future. One question which remains unanswered, is how 

the full 16th century compilation of Betha Náile, including the Fermanagh portion, may have ended 

up in a book belonging to Mac Suibhne Banagh. As Ó Cléirigh’s description of his source is simply 

that it was ‘old,’ this question may be impossible to answer. One suggestion is that Ó Cléirigh 

acquired both halves of the Lives separately – we know, for example, that he spent some time in 

Lios Gabhail, and a copy of Betha Náile could have either been circulating in Fermanagh or kept in a 

library somewhere in the region of Lough Erne. Perhaps, after receiving the Tír Chonaill portion of 

the Life in his travels, he, rather than an earlier scribe, recognised the same saint and copied both 

texts together at Drobhaois as one Life. This doesn’t account for the fact that he only mentions 

having received the text from the son of Mac Suibhne Banagh. The wide network of scribes in the 

northwest of Ireland between the 14th-16th centuries has been demonstrated by this thesis, and the 

copying and distribution of manuscripts by the various learned families of the region could also be 

relevant. A copy of the Life as it was revised in the 16th century could have been collected by Mac 

Suibhne Banagh, and the proximity of Inver Bay to the mouth of the River Erne could indicate how 

a copy of the Life could have been brought from Fermanagh to Tír Chonaill. These are merely 

circumstantial suggestions. 

 In this chapter, I have otherwise provided some evidence for the possibility that Betha Náile 
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may have been completed in two areas of northwest Ireland. Both sections of the Life, which I have 

categorized as the Tír Chonaill and Fermanagh portions, indicate evidence of being composed by 

authors familiar with the local traditions of the saint in Tír Chonaill. I have also suggested that the 

Uí Dhroma of Cill Náile may have produced a Life or collected hagiographical material relating to 

Náile in either the 14th or 15th centuries in similar circumstances to the compilation of Betha Laisre by 

a member of the Uí Dhuibgeannáin. As these Lives, in their very nature, appear to have been revised 

and re-compiled several times, it may be impossible to place an exact date on when this original 

composition could have occurred. The text of Betha Náile as it survives in Ó Cléirigh’s recension, 

however, is ultimately a product of the 16th century revision of saints’ Lives. Betha Náile in particular 

shows an intentional effort on the part of its hagiographer in asserting Náile’s connection to Colum 

Cille; particularly in his legal claims over the Meig Uidhir.  This could indicate that the Life was 

modelled on Ó Domhnáill’s manner of completing Beatha Colaim Chille in 1532; and demonstrates 

the intentional utilisation of Columban material in order to assert the belief that Náile was an 

authentic contemporary of Colum Cille, thus legitimising the claims of his church and erenagh 

family, and the authenticity of his reliquary bell shrine.  
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Conclusions 
 

 These three studies of the Lives of Saints Baoithín, Farannán, and Náile have demonstrated 

three distinct ways in which localised saints from the northwest of Ireland have intentionally been 

connected with Colum Cille. In Chapter One, the discussion of the development of the literary and 

hagiographical tradition of Colum Cille showed that his origins as a member of the Cenél Conaill 

directly impacted the rise of his cult in the northwest, marking him to be the most important of the 

three patron saints of Ireland in this region. Colum Cille’s hagiographers modified his traditions for 

their own use and each Life was was composed in response to political, social, and structural 

changes across Ireland in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Periods. In this regard, the cultural 

memory Colum Cille was furthermore key in the cultural identity of the northwest of Ireland.  

 I have further demonstrated that, starting with Adomnán’s authorship of VSC, which I have 

shown was reliant on other hagiographical and theological sources, Colum Cille’s hagiographers 

were more than willing to recreate his identity through their manipulation and readaption of sources 

in order to create new traditions of the saint, incorporate local cult associations, and build upon his 

early medieval identity as Columba of Iona. In this I have shown that the Colum Cille with whom 

Clann Dálaigh identified in the Early Modern period was a reimagined version of the saint who had 

been fully adapted into Irish culture and traditions rather than simply being remembered as founder 

of Iona and evangeliser of the Picts in Scotland. This is not to say that Colum Cille was no longer 

remembered for his journey to Iona. That he is (often anachronistically) attributed to the foundation 

of other churches across Ireland, including, for example, Farannán’s church in Allt Fharannáin, 

might be argued to be a development of the cultural memory of the saint as one who assisted in the 

foundation of monasteries and churches, but in particular, on behalf of other saints.  

 This idea of a consistent readaption of a saint’s identity is especially seen in the case of Vita 

Sancti Baithini/Beathadh Baoithín. The northern origins of the manuscripts containing VSH as 
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discussed in Chapter Two and the connection of the manuscripts of CI with the Augustinian 

communities of Saints’ Island, Loch Rí, and Abbeyderg, may provide some further credence to this 

suggestion. The compilation of VSB is notably dependent on Baoithín’s identity as Colum Cille’s 

successor and close companion in VSC. The obvious reliance of the hagiographer on his source 

material also indicates an intentional readaption and recreation of the identity of Baoithín which 

could not be separated from Colum Cille. It could furthermore be a conscious decision on the part 

of the hagiographer to purposely recreate a version of the Baoithín associated with Tigh Baoithín in 

which he was indisputably the follower of Colum Cille, especially considering the question of 

Baoithín mac Cúanach. 

The reliance on VSC to compose VSB would account for the close parallels between the 

saint’s own Life and his representation by Adomnán, but could again also indicate that it was 

composed by an author who may have been familiar with the saint’s local cult associations and 

sought to intentionally connect Baoithín with Colum Cille. Even the fragment of Baoithín’s Life in 

Irish, while clearly a translation of a chapter of the Latin Life, was likely copied into so many 

manuscripts on the basis of the cultural memory that he was Colum Cille’s successor in the abbacy 

of Iona. The equation of Baoithín as essentially a continuation of Colum Cille could also account for 

the creation of Baoithín’s hagiographical tradition and a conscious modelling of the saint on Colum 

Cille, influenced by the broader cult of Colum Cille in the northwest of Ireland.  

Saint Farannán’s sanctity, as I have shown in Chapter Three, is also dependent on his 

association with Colum Cille. Betha Farannáin as it survives in Ó Cléirigh’s recension appears to be a 

conscious development of the local tradition that Farannán was present at the meeting of Druim 

Cett as one of Colum Cille’s followers. That the reference to Allt Fharannáin in Buile Suibhne refers 

to the place as the location of a synod of saints would indicate that this tradition or a similar one 

dates from the medieval period. Farannán’s association with Colum Cille probably influenced his 
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coarb, the Uí Mhaonaigh, to patronise a Life of the saint from Clann Mac Fhir Bhisigh to assert their 

claims over his church as well as their own identity as members of the Uí Fhiachrach. The Life 

therefore presents a conscious manipulation of Farannán’s traditions to assert the political claims of 

the family associated with him. The reliance on Columban materials to create this Life additionally 

appears to indicate a possible awareness of this tradition on the part of Míchéal Ó Cléirigh, who, as I 

have shown, appears to have revised the Life to implement additional Columban material. Again, I 

suggest that the influence of Colum Cille in the northwest, in especial consideration of the 

Columban foundation of Druim Cliabh, likewise contributed to this local tradition of Farannán. This 

is underscored by the fact that he is not the only saint associated with Colum Cille in Tír Fhiachrach 

– the text also includes the tradition that Colum Cille assisted in the foundation of Scrín Adomnáin, 

and a third placename associated with Baoithín is nearby. Where Baoithín’s tradition is built upon 

his equation with Colum Cille, Farannán’s tradition is based on his companionship with the saint, 

but still displays some of his own agency as seen in the chapter describing his holy well.  

The final saint discussed in Chapter Four of this thesis, Náile, presents a similar, yet vastly 

different representation of the influence of the Columban Tradition on a saint’s Life from the 

northwest of Ireland. This is the longest Life discussed in this dissertation, and perhaps the most 

interesting in terms of content. I suggest that Betha Náile, as it survives in Ó Cléirigh’s recension, 

contains material compiled both in Tír Chonaill and in Fermanagh. I have furthermore argued that 

the Fermanagh portion of the text as it survives may have been compiled out of extant material 

from the earlier medieval period. This argument has been based on the close connections between 

scribes in the northwest of Ireland between the 14-16th centuries. At least one member of Náile’s 

erenagh family, the Uí Dhroma, is found working in at least two manuscripts produced in Sligo in 

the 14th century. His contact with a member of the Uí Dhuibhgeannáin, who themselves produced 

Betha Laisre, could suggest that hagiographical writing among these scribes over the course of the 
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14th-15th centuries in the northwest of Ireland may have been more prevalent than previously 

suggested. This material was then likely utilised for the 16th century revision of the Life, which was 

possibly done in recognition of the creation of a new relic associated with Náile, his holy bell, or 

otherwise raiding on Cill Náile. This latter reason is likely reflected through the harsh words the 

hagiographer has for the men of Breifne, especially in Chapter 17 of that text. The hagiographer, as I 

have shown, not only used the Life of Colum Cille, but the Lives of other saints which were also 

compiled in the 16th century, particularly Betha Maedoc Ferna. The utilisation and presentation of 

Maedóc in his role as a Bréifne saint underscores Náile’s claims of being a ‘high saint’ of Lough 

Erne within a particularly tumultuous period. While Náile is connected to multiple prestigious saints 

over the course of his Life, the author’s reliance on material connecting Náile with Colum Cille 

reflects the motivation of the hagiographer to create a believable example of authentic hagiography 

by placing Náile within his historical contexts as a saint who may have directly known Colum Cille. 

In producing a new Life of the saint, the prestige of Beatha Colaim Chille, and the circulation of its 

copies of which were quickly available in the northwest of Ireland after its completion in 1532 made 

the hagiographer’s intents with this text more possible. This therefore presents yet another 

representation of this conscious manipulation of Columban material in order to formulate a Life of a 

saint, building on the connection between the two saints in order to create new traditions which 

demonstrated the local saint’s authority as well as the validity of the erenagh’s claim to him as their 

patron saint.  

This dissertation has also demonstrated the vital role of the scribes who all contributed to 

the preservation of these Lives in one way or another. Over the course of these chapters I have 

made reference to the Uí Chléirigh, Clann Mac Fhir Bhisigh, the Uí Duibhgeannáin, the Uí 

Mhaoilchonaire, among others such as the Uí Dhroma, who were lesser known but still likely played 

a significant role in the production of manuscripts in the northwest of Ireland, sometimes within 
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precarious periods of time. Some of these scribes leave their mark on the manuscripts they copied, 

others remain nameless and can only be suggested. Their contribution to the corpus of medieval 

Irish literature, and especially the preservation of hagiography of lesser-known saints, as seen in the 

Lives of Baoithín, Farannán, and Náile, cannot be undermined. Reading these Lives within the 

context of the Columban Tradition may allow further understanding as to the distribution of sources 

which were available in the northwest of Ireland in the late medieval and Early Modern period. This 

provides further evidence as to how they were utilised to create Lives of saints, and how these saints’ 

Lives in themselves, in their creation of new identities, emphasis on Gaelic identity, and reimagining 

of the cultural memory of Colum Cille, can be read as extensions of the Columban Tradition. 
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