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This is the ﬁrst fully documented history of Ireland and the Irish
between the fourth and ninth centuries , from Saint Patrick to
the Vikings – the earliest period for which historical records are
available.
It opens with the Irish raids and settlements in Britain, and the
conversion of Ireland to Christianity. It ends as Viking attacks on
Ireland accelerated in the second quarter of the ninth century. The
book takes account of the Irish both at home and abroad, including the Irish in northern Britain, in England and on the continent.
Two principal thematic strands are the connection between the
early Irish Church and its neighbours, and the rise of the Uí Néill
and the kingship of Tara.
The author, Thomas Charles-Edwards, is Professor of Celtic in the
University of Oxford. His previous books include Bechbretha (,
with Fergus Kelly), The Welsh Laws () and Early Irish and Welsh
Kinship ().

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

E A R LY C H R I S T I A N
IRELAND
T. M . C H A R L E S - E DWA R D S

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

                                                    
The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge, United Kingdom
  
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge  , UK www.cup.cam.ac.uk
 West th Street, New York,  –, USA www.cup.org
 Stamford Road, Oakleigh, Melbourne , Australia
Ruiz de Alarcón ,  Madrid, Spain
© Cambridge University Press 
This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.
First published 
Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge
Typeface Monotype Baskerville /. pt. System QuarkXPress™

[ ]

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
Charles-Edwards, T. M.
Early Christian Ireland / T. M. Charles-Edwards.
p.
cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
     (hb)
. Ireland – Church history. I. Title.
BR.C 
.′–dc -
     hardback

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

Contents

page viii
ix
xi
xii
xiii
xvi
xix

List of maps
List of tables
List of ﬁgures
Acknowledgements
Abbreviations
A note on pronunciation
A note on the Chronicle of Ireland



Introduction






Ireland in the seventh century: a tour
(i) The lands of the southern Uí Néill
(ii) The lands of the Connachta
(iii) The north-east





Irish society c. : . Communities



(i) Free and unfree, noble and commoner
(ii) Communities
(a) Kinship
(b) Gens
(c) Neighbours
(d) Túath
(e) The household (muinter)
(f) The retinue, the warband and the company of boys (déis, fían
and macrad)
(g) Fosterage
(h) Church and monastery



Irish society c. : . Social distinctions and moral values
(i) The problem of incommensurable status
(ii) The hierarchies of status
(iii) Honour and moral values


















v

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

vi


Contents
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)





Ireland and Rome
From the Late Iron Age to Early Christian Ireland
Irish settlements in Britain
Language and identity in western Britain
The ogam inscriptions in Ireland and the beginnings of literacy
The Latin culture of Ireland and Britain before 









Conversion to Christianity
The evidence
Conversion and culture
Palladius
Patrick
The development of the mission







 The organisation of the early Irish Church



(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)





(i) Bishops and monastic paruchiae
(ii) Scholars, bishops and abbots
(iii) Bishops, scribes, scholars and the túath





Columba, Iona and Lindisfarne
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)








The sources
Columba’s education
The foundation of Iona
Columba and the Picts
Iona and the English
Insular art

 Columbanus and his disciples







The Paschal controversy
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)








Time, power and the calendar
Exegesis
The development of the controversy
The seriousness of the issues

The primatial claims of Armagh, Kildare and Canterbury
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)

Bishops, metropolitans and archbishops
The Collectio Canonum Hibernensis and the Book of the Angel
Kildare and the Romani
The claims of Wilfrid and Theodore
The dating of the Irish texts relevant to the issue of an Irish
archbishopric











The origins and rise of the Uí Néill





The kingship of Tara



(i) Perceptions of Tara

© Cambridge University Press



www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

Contents
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)
(vii)
(viii)
(ix)
(x)



The powers of kings
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)
(vii)



Tara and Tailtiu
Tara and the kingship of Ireland
Druimm Cete, the Uí Néill and Osraige
The partiality of Baile Chuinn
Non-Uí Néill kings of Tara
The annals and the king-lists
Variations in the power of the king of Tara
The Airgíalla and the Uí Néill
The kingship of Tara in the laws
The ﬁscal resources of kings
Free peoples and ‘base-client peoples’
Frithf·olad Muman
Fortúatha, ‘external peoples’
The óenach
The cáin
The power of the Uí Néill in the eighth century

vii




















Conclusion



Appendix: Genealogies and king-lists
Glossary: Irish and Latin
Bibliography
Index






© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

Maps
















The kingdoms of the southern Uí Néill
Brega
Mide and Tethbae
Peoples and kingdoms of Connaught
Sites in Connaught
The north-west
The north-east
Three zones of Roman inﬂuence in Ireland
Leinster peoples and kingdoms
Sites in Leinster
The Irish in Britain
The northern frontier of Leinster
Munster peoples and kingdoms
Sites in Munster

page 




‒
‒








viii

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

Tables

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Northern and southern clientship compared
page 
Críth Gablach on lay status

Uraicecht na Ríar and Uraicecht Becc on poets and the laity

Uraicecht Becc on kings, nobles and churchmen

Columbanus’ education

Associates of St Patrick

Oﬃces and places

Scribae and sapientes in the Annals of Ulster up to 

Scribae and sapientes: AU ﬁgures compared with inclusive
ﬁgures

Titles and places

Churches in Brega associated with bishops and scribes,
–

Kingdoms and churches in Brega

The incidence of patronymics in ecclesiastical obits in
AU –

Plurality of ecclesiastical titles in AU –

The incidence of patronymics –

The chronology of feasts in the Synoptic Gospels

The Celtic reconstruction

Cummian’s reconstruction

Bede’s exegesis

The Victorian and Dionysiac cycles compared

Justinian and the ranks of bishop

Leinster king-list

Kings of Tara

The Tara king-lists to 

Kings of Tara omitted by Baile Chuinn

An emended version of the Middle Irish king-list, – 
The feuds of the Uí Néill, –

ix

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

x
.
.
.
.
.

List of tables
The opposing sides at Mag Rath
The opposing sides at Áth Goan
An amended version of the Middle Irish king-list to 
Chronicle of Ireland –
Regional kings in Munster

© Cambridge University Press







www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521363950 - Early Christian Ireland - T. M. Charles-Edwards
Frontmatter
More information

Figures

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Development of the Patrician texts
Síl Fergusa Cáecháin
Patrick’s ﬁctional kindred
Uí Ailella bishops
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A note on pronunciation

There is no room here for a full discussion of the pronunciation of early
Irish names, but some important points can be covered. (For further
guidance, see P. Russell, An Introduction to the Celtic Languages, London,
, pp. –.)
Normally, Irish words were stressed on the ﬁrst syllable. Towards the
end of the period covered by this book this initial stress caused vowels in
other syllables to be reduced to the ‘murmur vowel’ (as in the second syllable of English father). This did not, however, aﬀect long vowels, normally denoted in Old Irish by an acute accent (a long a is thus á). The
main diﬃculty, however, is with the consonants. Most consonants have
two values, mainly depending on whether they are initial or not. So, for
example, deorad ‘foreigner, alien’ has two ds, one initial, the other ﬁnal.
The initial d is pronounced as d, but the ﬁnal one as « (th as in ‘the’).
Similarly, an initial m is pronounced as an m, but a non-initial one (unless
doubled) is a v. A diﬀerent duality is found with c and t: when non-initial
they were pronounced g and d. These principles of early Irish spelling
can be illustrated by a name which recurs frequently in this book,
Adomnán, and by two words, tét, ‘(harp-)string’, and éc, ‘death’. These
were pronounced approximately:
aeovnān, with the stress marked on the initial a. (For the
pronunciation of the a see the end of this note.)

Later the o in the second syllable was reduced to a murmur vowel, represented by an upside-down e. Hence:
aeəvnān

The other two were:
tēd, ēg (ēd was pronounced approximately as in northern English
‘made’)

It may be noted, ﬁrst, that the short a in the ﬁrst syllable of Adomnán
or Cathal was normally pronounced further back in the mouth than a
xvi
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A note on pronunciation

xvii

standard English a (to get an approximately correct pronounciation
shorten the long a in ‘father’) and, secondly, an s before an e or an i may
well have been pronounced as a sh: hence Caisel⫽Cashel.
Another diﬃculty with consonants is that, as in Russian, they may be
either ‘palatal’ or ‘neutral’ (‘slender’ or ‘broad’). This complication will
largely be ignored here for simplicity’s sake; where it is shown, this will
be by a superscript i, which indicates that the adjacent consonant is pronounced in the way it would naturally sound before an i or y. Thus
English ‘key’ has a palatal k, while ‘cap’ does not. The use of the accent
over a diphthong, such as aí (approximately English ‘aye’), is to distinguish it from a followed by the ‘glide vowel’ signifying that the adjacent
consonant is palatal.
In the following suggested pronunciations of some common early Irish
names x stands for the ch in loch; ␥ stands for its voiced counterpart, as in
German Tage;  stands for the th in ‘thin’, to be distinguished from «
standing for the th in ‘the’; all the names are pronounced with the stress
on the ﬁrst syllable:
Áed
Áedán or Aídán
Báetán
Brega
Cathal
Colmán
Congal
Domnall
Donnchad
Éogan

Flaithbertach
Lóegaire
Mide
Muirchertach
Muirchú
Murchad
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aie (approximately to rhyme with ‘hythe’)
aieān (but anglicised as Aidan), where ān rhymes
with Khan
baidān
bre␥a
caəl (later th came to be pronounced h, and this
pronunciation is common)
colmān
con␥əl
dovnəll
donnəxəe
ēo␥ən (but later, in Middle Irish, Éogan changed to
Eógan, and later still the E was dropped and the ␥
came to be pronounced w; hence this name is
commonly pronounced owən, to rhyme with ‘low
’un’)
ﬂavərtəx
loi␥əre
miee (anglicised as Meath⫽mı̄e)
murxərtəx
muirəchū
murəxəe
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xviii

A note on pronunciation

oin␥əs
suivne (the later pronunciation is anglicised as
Sweeney)
Tadgg
taeg (often pronounced ‘taig’)
In the names of kindreds (including royal dynasties), it is customary to
use a relatively modern pronunciation for Uí ‘descendants’:
Uí Néill
ı̄ nē ill (the ll is ‘slender’ or ‘palatal’)
Uí causes the following letter to have its ‘internal’ value:
Uí Dúnlainge
ı̄ eūnləŋe
Uí elides a following F and changes S to h (this is shown by a superscript
dot):
Uí Ḟáeláin
ı̄ āilāin.
Óengus
Suibne
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A note on the Chronicle of Ireland

The ‘Chronicle of Ireland’ is a handy term for the parent-text lying
behind the extant annals up to  , in very much the same way as one
Alfredian text of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle lies behind extant copies.
It is believed that up to c.  this single source was written on Iona; from
then until  it was continued at a monastery in the Irish midlands,
probably in Brega. From  the text represented by the main hand of
the Annals of Ulster was continued at Armagh until the break in the text
in the twelfth century, but other annals derive from a continuation
written at Clonmacnois. Hence, for the period before , if the Annals
of Ulster agree with any of the Clonmacnois group of annals, one can
be reasonably certain that the entry in question derives from the
Chronicle of Ireland. However, it is very likely for other reasons that
many other entries, now preserved only in one branch of the tradition,
also go back to the Chronicle of Ireland.
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