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Part 1 
 

The Cathach 
 
Introduction 
 

The aim of this study is to examine the litterae notabiliores of what is 

known as the Cathach of Colum Cille (RIA MS. 12),1  a psalter possibly written 

in the late sixth century.  Paleographers and historians have argued over the 

dating of this manuscript, whilst legend and studies over time have expanded the 

knowledge of its travels until its arrival in the Royal Irish Academy, Dublin.  

However, not much has been done to authenticate any of the stories relating to 

the manuscript, or trace its movements. 

Bella Schauman, in her excellent study of the emergence and progress of 

Irish script to the year 700, has paleographically analysed its script and 

concluded that probably it can be assigned to the sixth century, post-dating the 

Springmount Bog wax tablets, (Dublin, National Museum, S.A. 1914, 2).2  

The Cathach is a fragment of a psalter which has been restored to some 

extent.  No colophon exists, and there is no evidence either to identify the scribe 

or its artist.  The initial letters are an admixture of uncial and semi-uncial and 

imaginative letters, some of which have been organically altered and then 

decorated to enhance their appearance on the page. The origins of the decoration 

are, in some instances, obscure and could have been developed by a desire to 

enhance the process of reading the psalms, or merely the whim of the artist (as 

most of the monks would have known the verses without needing to refer to the 

decorative features of a psalter), or may have been copied from stonework or 

metalwork.  The designs do not appear to have been copied from the exemplar, 

although the constant use of dotting can be seen on Roman artefacts.   

In order to investigate the origins of these letters, I have taken a two-

pronged approach.  I started by examining the psalter and its history and 

reviewed previous research including the development of the Christian codex.  I 

then looked at the context in which it was written (presuming it to be a 

                                                 
1 CLA 2:266 
2 Bella T. Schauman. “The emergence and progress of Irish script to the year 
  700.” Ph.D. thesis, University of Toronto. 1974. 
 



 2 

monastery), and the scribe/artist to whom it has been attributed, delving into 

what is known about the culture of early Irish Christianity and attempting a more 

complete biography of the saint than hitherto.  I have been able to add a little to 

the knowledge of the manuscript’s whereabout at certain times, and examined 

the possible sources of the decorated letter and archeological finds, including 

stonework and metalwork, so as to try and put the decoration into context and try 

to find where the scribe-artist got his inspiration.   I also feel I have debunked 

some of the legend. This manuscript was carefully planned, carefully executed 

and decorated with skill.  It can assuredly be said, until any earlier manuscript is 

found, to be the birth of the decoration of Insular manuscripts which culminated 

in the Book of Kells, (Dublin, Trinity College Library, MS. 58 A.I.6).3 

I  have looked at European psalters for any similar features, and read 

about the psalms and the use of the psalter in the Early Irish Church to see if 

there was any correlation between the decoration and the content.  Finding no 

such relationship, I transferred my attention to the study of the history of 

decoration, via paleo-Christian art, including tomb art, Egyptian books of the 

Dead where placement of the decoration varied over time, early rolls and 

manuscripts, the transition from roll to codex and the culture that grew around 

decorating an initial letter;  this also opened up the philosophy of colour used in 

early Christian manuscripts.  I have examined the placement of these initial 

letters in an attempt to establish if they were drawn post-facto or simultaneously 

with the written text.  I then was able to explain the differences and similarities 

used in the decoration. 

Finally, I made a detailed analysis of the decoration of the litterae 

notabiliores in the Cathach, including the elements that were used using the CD-

Rom made by Michael Herity and Aidan Breen, issued by the Royal Irish 

Academy4, and found that the legend surrounding its manufacture and progress 

through history was suspect.  The style of the decoration does not give any 

indication of the age of the manuscript, but whilst paleographers have argued 

                                                 
3 CLA 2:274 
4 Michael Herity and Aiden Breen. CD-ROM. The Cathach of Colum Cille,  
  Royal Irish Academy, Dublin, 2002. 
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over the dating of the script there can be little doubt that the decoration of this 

manuscript was a precursor of the later Insular decorated manuscripts.  

 The name and spelling of Ó Domhnaill has changed over the centuries 

and anglicised to O’Donnell/O’Donel/O’Donnel.  I have used the form as it 

appears in the various documents, and because it has not been possible to 

reproduce the nomina sacra in the format written in the Cathach, they are 

reproduced in bold capital letters. 
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Chapter 1 

History of the manuscript 

The Cathach, Royal Irish Academy MS 12 R 33, is a unique manuscript 

in that it represents possibly one of the earliest fragments of a psalter, in codex 

format, in Ireland dating to the period of the early Middle Ages. Its exemplar 

remains elusive, and there is only one older psalter known to be in existence at 

this time, the Psalterium Romanum et Gallicanum Mixtum, (Lyons, Bibliothèque 

de la Ville, 425 (351) + Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 

1585).5  The Cathach was subjected to a thorough examination by the Rev. Hugh 

Jackson Lawlor, Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin, and Professor of 

Ecclesiastical History at the University of Dublin, who presented his findings to 

the Royal Irish Academy on January 10, 1916.  These were published in the 

Proceedings of the Royal Academy,6 together with the text of the Psalter, 

appendices by Edmund C. R. Armstrong, Keeper of Antiquities at the National 

Museum of Ireland, Dublin, which describe the cumdach or shrine, 

palaeographical notes by Wallace Martin Lindsay, Professor of Humanities, St. 

Andrew’s University, Fife; the tract De Causa Pereginationis S. Columbœ, 

reprinted from the Oxford Bodleian manuscript, Rawlinson B 485 R1 (with some  

corrections being made from Ussher,7 and the Codex Salamanticensis),8 and 

Psalm Headings, a collection compiled from manuscripts in continental and 

English libraries, available at the time of writing.  

 Previously, in a paper published in 1826, a brief description, entitled ‘The 

Caah’ (sic) had been given by Sir William Betham (1779-1853), appointed 

Ulster King-at-Arms in 1820, who had opened the cumdach and extracted the 

fifty-eight fragments representing Psalms 30:10 to 105:13 which were a solid 

mass that he separated by soaking in water and drying the folios between blotting 

paper.9  He included in the paper a lithograph of the lid of the cumdach and a 

facsimile which, he stated (erroneously) is the opening verse of Psalm 103 (it is, 
                                                 
5 CLA 6:772 
6 Hugh Jackson Lawlor. ‘The Cathach of St Columba’, R.I.A. Proc.  
  Vol.XXXlll, (1916/1917) Section 3, (Dublin 1916). pp.  241- 443. 
7 Charles Richard Elrington (ed.), James Ussher, The whole works of the Most 
  Reverend James Ussher (Dublin, 1702), Vol. 1, p. 17 and p. 466. 
8 MSS 7672-4, Bruxelles, Bibliothèque royale de Belgique.  
9 William Betham. ‘The Caah’, Irish Antiquarian Researches, Part 1 (1826). 
  pp. 109-121. 
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in fact, the opening verse of Psalm 102, f. 54v), together with what he described 

as ‘a brief sketch of the history of the powerful and princely family of 

O’Donell.10  William Reeves, (1815-1892), Church of Ireland Bishop of the 

diocese of Down, Connor and Dromore, and President of the Royal Irish 

Academy, also published a description, along with four pages of coloured 

photozincographic images by Sir John Thomas Gilbert (1829-1898), who was the 

librarian of the Royal Irish  Academy, in Part 1 of the Account of facsimiles of 

national manuscripts of Ireland.11  

An introduction to the Cathach, authored by Michael Herity and Aidan 

Breen, together with a CD-ROM, was published by the Royal Irish Academy in 

2002.12 

Description of the manuscript 

It is, possibly, the earliest extant Irish manuscript, vying in date 

with the Codex Usserianus Primus  (Dublin, Trinity College, MS 55 

A.IV.15),13 an incomplete and delapidated gospel codex, and the 

Springmount Bog Tablets (Dublin, National Museum of Ireland, S.A. 

1914:2),14 found in a bog in County Antrim, that are made of six yew 

wood boards, indented on both sides (except the outer boards which 

have no wax on the outer surface), into which a layer of wax was 

poured. Psalms XXX-XXXll, without tituli, were inscribed in an early 

Insular cursive script with a stylus, using a mixture of the Gallican and 

Old Latin text. Tablets of this kind would have been used for 

instruction for students but the scribes of the Springmount Bog Tablets 

were experienced in their use.15 

                                                 
10 Betham, Ibid., p. 110. 
11 John Thomas Gilbert, ‘Account of facsimiles of national manuscripts of  
    Ireland’ in Edward Sullivan (ed.) Account of facsimiles of national 
    Manuscripts of Ireland  (Dublin, 1874). 
12 Michael Herity and Aidan Breen, The Cathach of Colum Cille: an 
    introduction (Dublin, 2002). 
13 CLA 2:271 
14 CLA S:1684 
15 Gifford Charles-Edwards. ‘The Springmount bog tablets: Their implications 
    for Insular epigraphy and palaeography’, Studia Celtica XXXVI (2002),  
    pp. 27-45. 
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The manuscript is a fragment of fifty-eight folios, all of which are 

mutilated to some extent, irregular in size, and scarcely half of what it must have 

originally comprised (c.110 folios).  It contains the Vulgate text, a pure form of 

St. Jerome’s correction known as the Gallicanum, starting with part of Psalm 

XXX.10 (f. 1r) to Psalm CV.13 (f. 58v) written in a black ink now faded to 

brown.  The original size of the pages was estimated by Lawlor to be not less 

than 235mm x 155mm, but as the inner box of the cumdach measured 220mm x 

165mm, the manuscript must have been mutilated at the time it was inserted.  

Where the rulings could be measured, the area is 200mm x 120mm between the 

top and the bottom, and the horizontal difference between left and right margins 

is 120mm.16 It may have had a binding as, when the shrine was opened by 

Betham, there was, he noted, with the manuscript, a thin piece of board covered 

in red leather, which he discarded.  The older (possibly fifth or sixth century), 

Psalterium Romanum et Gallicanum Mixtum in Lyons, and Paris, (Lyons, 

Bibliothèque de la Ville, 425 (351) + (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France , 

Nouv. Acq. Lat. 1585)17 measured by Lowe as 290mm x 255mm, was a much 

larger manuscript.18  

Roger Powell†, quoted in Herity and Breen, rebound the manuscript in 

1980.  He believed that the  codex was probably made of gatherings of five 

bifolia, known as a ten-leaf quinion, somewhat indiscriminately arranged, as the 

flesh-side and hair-side leaves sometimes face each other within the gathering. 

Each gathering would have been sewn with a thread  through three holes in the 

spine.  He does not comment on the quality of the vellum.19  Betham, who 

opened the cumdach, noted that the ‘sewing had almost disappeared’20.  

Schaumann argues that there could be four, five or maybe more gatherings, 

because of inconsistency between folios 1r and 8v.21 Again, the damage to the 

                                                 
16 Lawlor. Ibid.,  pp. 245-246. 
17 CLA 6:772 
18 Elias Avery Lowe, ‘Some facts about our oldest latin manuscripts’  
    Classical Quarterly, 19 (1927 3-4), pp. 197-208.  Reprinted in Ludwig Bieler 
    (ed.) E.A.Lowe,  Paleographical Papers 1907-1965 (Oxford, 1972), Vol. 1 
    p. 254. 
19 Herity and Breen. Ibid., pp 68-71. 
20 Betham. Ibid., pp.110-111. 
21 Bella T.Schauman, “The emergence and progress of the Irish Script to the  
    year 700.” Ph.D. thesis. University of Toronto 1974. p. 212. 
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manuscript makes it impossible to state this with absolute certainty.  The early 

Irish used different methods from their continental counterparts in nearly every 

aspect of book production, from the choice and preparation of the skin right 

through to the final decoration of the codex.  The continental manufacturers, in 

the main, used parchment (sheepskin), gathered in a quaternion, i.e. four bifolia, 

flesh-side to flesh-side and hair-side to hair-side, whilst the Irish used calf skins 

prepared to a fine suede-like finish, with the hair-side and the flesh-side 

indiscriminately arranged.  There was also a lack of uniformity in the gathering, 

though it was usually a quinion or five bifolia.  Continental scribes pricked only 

the outside margins, or on the bounding-line dividing the script space from the 

margin, and ruled before folding by bifolia, either singly or in groups of two or 

four.22 

The mutilated pages that have been restored on a special brown paper 

now measure 243mm x 174mm.  Before the damage all the folios had twenty 

five lines of writing, apart from f. 18v and f. 28v which had twenty six lines of 

script, and f. 50v which has twenty four lines of script.  The damage to f. 1r is so 

great that it is not possible to estimate the number of lines accurately.  There is 

slight evidence of pricking on the inner margins of f. 9r and f. 10v, and f. 39r and 

f. 40v have a row of pricking in what exists of both inner and outer margins 

which would indicate that a ruler was used.  All upper and lower margins have 

been lost.  There are some holes in the vellum on f. 56r and f. 56v, f. 57r and 

f. 57v, f. 58r and f. 58v, but the scribe has written neatly around them.  The 

rubrics vary from one and three lines, and are slightly further apart than that of 

the text, but the red ink used to write them has faded very badly.  The quality of 

the vellum appears to be good as there is no evidence that the quill/brush used to 

make and decorate the initials have a rough finish instead of a suede-like finish. 

The Cathach is written in a flowing early Irish majuscule script,23 an 

eclectic type, that, according to Bieler, was ‘most probably purpose designed for 

the literary needs and ambitions of Irish monasticism who were far removed and 

                                                 
22 E. A. Lowe, Codices Latini Antiquiores: A palaeographic guide to Latin 
   manuscripts prior to the ninth century  (Oxford, 1934-1972)  p. 41 
23 Lowe, CLA 2, pp vi and x. 
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undisturbed by the wars in Europe’.24 It has ornamental capital letters and 

interpretative rubrics before each psalm.  It has bold wedge serifs on the upright 

strokes of the text letters, which Bieler describes as ‘a deliberate creation out of 

elements of the several scripts inherited from antiquity which the earliest 

missionaries brought with them’.25  

It is a difficult manuscript to date exactly without carbon dating 

or spectroscopy.  Because manuscripts suffered change over time, 

either through inks that faded or folios that were mishandled, lost or 

destroyed, sometimes only palaeographical evidence can be used to 

date them.  However, according to O’Sullivan, palaeographic evidence 

alone is not conclusive.26 T. Julian Brown was of the opinion that this 

manuscript could not have been in Ireland before 640AD.27 Historical 

tradition, on the other hand, according to Lowe, attributes this psalter, 

styled The Cathach of Colum Cille, (RIA MS 12R 33),28 to Colum 

Cille (‘dove of the church’) towards the end of the sixth century AD, 

but there is no concrete evidence to support this theory either. There is 

a vague reference in the vita of the saint by Adomnán, his biographer  

(Book 3, 23), when he stated that the saint was working on copying a 

psalter, which he did not complete before he died, but as the Cathach 

was not written by an older man it could not have been the same 

manuscript.  Françoise Henry suggested that the simple decoration of 

spirals and fish on the initials belong to the seventh century.29  Lowe, 

who described the Cathach as ‘the pure milk of Irish calligraphy’,30 

said that an early date for the manuscript is palaeographically 

possible,31 and agreed with Wallace M. Lindsay when he wrote, ‘there 

                                                 
24 Ludwig Bieler, ‘Insular palaeography – present state and problems’,  
    Scriptorium 3 (1949), p. 273. 
25 Ludwig Bieler, Ireland, harbinger of the Middle Ages (London, 1963), p. 17. 
26 William O’Sullivan, ‘Insular calligraphy: current state and problems’,  
    Peritia, 4 (1985), p. 352. 
27 T. Julian Brown (ed.), A paleographer’s view: the selected writings of 
    T. Julian  Brown (London, 1993), p. 193. 
28 CLA 2:266 
29 Françoise Henry, ‘Les débuts de la miniature irlandaise’, Gazette des Beaux 
   Arts, series 6, 37 (1950), pp.  5-34. 
30 Lowe. CLA 2, p. xii. 
31 Lowe. CLA 2, p. 41. 
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is no reason to prevent the script of the Cathach from being as early as 

St Columba’s time’.32  It is the earliest known manuscript with 

unrestrained, freely drawn, ornamentation.33  

The manuscript appears to have been written as one codex, without 

divisions and sections, an indication of its early origin; later Irish psalters are 

divided into three parts, called the Three Fifties, because the divisions were 

Psalms 1-50, Psalms 51-100 and Psalms 101-150.34  Earliest versions were also 

written per cola et commata, where each colon (clause) and comma (phrase) 

started on a new line, a system of phrasing introduced by St Jerome, who 

recognised the need of the clergy to comprehend the text they were reading, 

(although, when the psalms became more widely recognised as non-metrical 

verse, they were laid out as stichic verse, where each verse began on a new line, 

with a littera notabilior aligned against the margin, and any run-over indented on 

the next line).35  They were written in what has been described by Parkes as 

‘parallelism’ where the second part of a verse contains a statement which offers a 

parallel to that of the first.  For example, Psalm 41, 2:  

Quem ad modum desiderat ceruus ad fontes 
Ita desiderat anima mea ad te deus  
 
Like the hart desireth the water brooks: 
So longs my soul after thee O God.36 
 

There are no larger initial pages, as seen in later psalters such as the 

Salaberga Psalter (Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Preussischer Kulturbesitz, 

Hamilton MS Lat. Fol. 553),37/38 nor are there any marks on the initials of 

Psalms 51 and Psalms 101 to distinguish them from the others. 

                                                 
32 Wallace Martin Lindsay, ‘The script of the Cathach’, Proc. R.I.A.  
    Vol. XXXlll, Section C 11, Appendix 2 (Dublin 1916), p.  403. 
33 Carl Nordenfalk, Studies in the history of book illumination (London, 1972), 
    pp. 72-85. 
34 George O. Simms, The psalms in the days of St Columba (Dublin, 1963), p. 14. 
35 Malcolm B. Parkes, Pause and effect (Aldershot, 1992), p. 104. 
36 Parkes.. Ibid., p. 105. 
37 Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, ‘The Salaberga Psalter’ in Cormac Burke (ed.) From the 
    isles of the north: early medieval art in Ireland and Britain: proceedings of the 
    third international conference on insular art held in the Ulster 
    Museum, Belfast. 7-11 April 1994, (Belfast, 1995), pp. 127-135. 
38 CLA 8:1048. 
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Because dating is problematic, several theories have been put forward.  

Nordenfalk felt that the style of the rudimentary art points to its late-sixth-

century origins, and, as evidence, had identified elements of the Cathach’s 

decoration, namely the cross on a dais and the fish, which appear on the letter P 

in red, yellow and green, in a copy of the manuscript of St Gregory Gregorius 

Magnus, Cura Pastoralis (Troyes, Bibliothèque municipale, cod.504),39 f. 4r, 

written in Rome in uncial script during Pope Gregory 1’s lifetime (590-604). 

This may be the copy that Gregory supposedly sent to Columbanus in Luxeuil in 

594AD, so it is remotely possible that it reached Ireland or Iona, though Brown 

is of the opinion that this manuscript could not have reached Ireland before 

640AD.40  The Emperor Tiberius II (578-82) had the cross and the dais on the 

reverse of his coins, so if Colum Cille decorated the Cathach, it must have been 

done towards the end of his life.41   

McNamara, who looked at the text from a biblical standpoint, felt that it 

was the product of a school rather than of one individual.42 O’Sullivan warns that 

the dating of manuscripts is very problematic and to rely on, for example, art 

historians only, can lead to confusing results.43 

The size of the codex indicates that it was possibly made for personal use 

rather than for more formal liturgical occasions, and was probably intended to be 

easily portable. Some psalters tended to be smaller than other codices, for this 

reason, and were written in long lines, rather than double columns.  The page 

layout could have been such that there was a balance between the writing areas 

and the margins, though the destruction of these in the Cathach make this theory 

impossible to test.  Ryan estimated that sixteen animals would have been 

                                                 
39 CLA 6:838 
40 T. Julian Brown, ‘The oldest Irish manuscripts and their late antique 
    background’  in Próinséas Ní Chatháin and Michael Richter (eds.) Irland und 
    Europa/Ireland and Europe: Die frühe  Kirche : The Early Church  
    (Dublin, 1984), pp. 11-327. 
41 William O’Sullivan, ‘Manuscripts and Palaeography’ in Dáibhí Ó Cróinín 
    (ed.) A New History of Ireland (ed.), (Oxford, 2005), p. 522.   
42 Martin McNamara, Psalter text and psalter study in the Early Irish Church 
    (A.D. 600-1200),  Proc. R.I.A. 73 C (1973), pp 201-98; reprint.  Journal  
    for the study of the Old Testament Supplement Series165 (Sheffield 2000), 
    pp. 21-142 
43 O’Sullivan, Ibid., p. 522. 
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required to produce the number of bifolia used.44  It is not possible to make any 

accurate observation about the size of the pages when the manuscript was written 

because the margins have been cut away and it was probably mutilated to fit into 

the cumdach. 

The sheets of the Cathach were folded and pricked out, in Irish style.  

Several pairs of leaves were assembled inside one another and folded vertically 

down the middle.  Each package of bifolia, usually eight leaves, a quire, had 

flesh side facing hair side, for Insular manuscripts, or hair side facing hair side 

and flesh side facing flesh side for Continental manuscripts.  Along both margins 

the scribe priced out a  guide the ruling that was done on the recto pages with a 

ruler or dry point. Neither a visible furrowed line can be detected on the recto 

side of the folio nor a corresponding ridge on the verso, and there are some folios 

with no markings at all.  Lawlor, however, did note that the Cathach appeared to 

be heavily ruled, the lines having been drawn with a pointed instrument.45  

However, since he examined the manuscript it has been restored, and it is 

possible that the stretching of the vellum to mount it could have caused the 

marks to be smoothed out.  

The number of sheets ruled at any one time is not consistent throughout 

the manuscript. The number of lines to the page is usually twenty-five, except for 

f. 50v, with twenty-four, f. 18r, f. 28v with a probable twenty-six, and f. 18v with 

at least twenty-seven.  Lawlor thought that f. 18r originally had twenty-six lines.  

Examination of his transcription, where he has written the text of the psalter as it 

was originally copied, shows that two lines of text are missing between the foot 

of f. 17r and the top of f. 17v.  Three lines are missing between the foot of f. 17v 

and the top of f. 18r (probably the last line on f. 17v and the first two lines from 

f. 18r).  Three lines are missing from the foot of f. 18r and the top of f. 18v.  

Three long lines, (or maybe four shorter lines), are missing from the foot of  

f. 18v and the top of f. 19r.  Consequently, the original number of lines on f. 17v 

was twenty-five, on f. 18r it was twenty-six and f. 18v it was twenty-seven.   

f. 28v should have had twenty-six lines of text, though only twenty-three lines 

can now be seen. 

                                                 
44 Kathleen Ryan, ‘Holes and flaws in medieval manuscripts’, Peritia 6-7 
   (1987-88), p. 249. 
45 Lawlor, Ibid., p. 247. 
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No colophon now exists. Marginalia can be detected on f. 6r, f. 7r, f. 18v, 

whilst other marginal markings can be detected on f. 28v, f. 29r, f. 38v and f. 39r.  

Schauman interprets these marks as quire-marks.46 

According to Schauman the psalter appears to have been written by one 

person on three grades of vellum, which varies in quality, and with signs of lack 

of care in the preparation process whilst O’Neill stated the scribe probably used a 

swan or goose-quill that had been cut to a chisel shape, so that the he could write 

broad left diagonal and slender right strokes with thick downstrokes and thin 

horizontals.47 The artist/scribe who drew the initials probably used a brush as 

well as a quill.  The marginal marks appear to have been written in a different 

ink, similar to the ink used for the numerous ‘÷’ marks, so possibly added later.  

There is also evidence of a manus secunda, probably writing later, who writes 

with a broader quill than the manus prima and with less style and eloquence, for 

example, on f. 29r, where rapui has been erased and re-written and n inserted for 

non.48  She has extensively analysed the script of the Cathach, and concluded 

that “the stately hand found in the Cathach is, itself a derived hand, a hand built 

of elements felt to be dignified in tone, a hand whose character springs, in large 

part, from the effort to avoid the less stately aspects of hands with which its 

scribe was familiar”.49 

The litterae notabiliores, sixty-five initial letters, in various stages of 

delapidation, are written in a large, decorative mixture of script, and begin every 

psalm in the Cathach, each being followed by two or three slightly smaller 

letters, until, by the end of the line, the script is of the same size as the body of 

the psalm, the text following being written in a small, regular hand.  This effect, 

known as diminuendo, is quite dramatic, and is a characteristic of Insular scribes.  

The second and subsequent letters of the first word(s) were not usually decorated 

but the artist/scribe has, on a few occasions, added some dotting and pigment.  It 

is probable that these letters were drawn, maybe only in outline, at the time the 

copying took place, as they appear to fit the space perfectly adequately, giving no 

feeling of crowding. These letters, which serve to emphasise the opening words 

                                                 
46 Schauman, Ibid., 216. 
47 Timothy O’Neill, The Irish hand (Portlaoise, 1984, revised Cork, 2014), p. 61. 
48 Schauman, Ibid., 218. 
49 Schauman, Ibid., 255. 
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of the psalms, vary in design, are simple in construction, and mostly drawn 

freehand, probably with a brush, in bold brown or black outline. A compass has 

also been used occasionally. The drawing has been, arguably, described, by 

Nordenfalk, as ‘weak in comparison with the novelty and variability of the initial 

forms seen in later manuscripts’,50 but if this book was secretly copied, according 

to legend, the scribe either had to leave space for the initials and draw them in at 

a later date or draw them contemporaneously, possibly in outline, for completion 

at a later date.  However, it is my opinion, explained in the analysis of the 

initials, that this legend could not be true.  

Some of the initials have traces of yellow and white pigments and all are 

embellished with a series of red dots reminiscent of the “pointille” decoration 

found on Early Irish metalwork;  they are also similar to those used in the Codex 

Usserianus Primus (Trinity College, Dublin MS 55 A.IV.15),51 and other 

manuscripts of known Insular provenance. The patterns on the initials vary, but 

many have elastic, simplistic spirals which writhe into controlled trails of 

curvilinear motifs, or the occasional cross or decorated animal head or trumpet 

and swirl. The decoration of the initials can be linked to the style named  

Ultimate La Tène’, an ancient Celtic tradition found in both stone carvings and 

metal-work.52  

The  text is written in early Irish half-uncial on the ‘four-line principle’, 

with ascending and descending letters touching the first and fourth lines 

respectively. Schauman’s analysis indicates that the terminals on the ascenders 

and descenders of letters are wedge-shaped, as is the descending hasta of the 

letter ‘f’.  Lindsay comments that the letter ‘s’ is a three-stroke uncial, the letter 

‘c’ is higher than most of the shaftless letters,53 while the commonly-used ‘d’, ‘g’ 

and ‘t’ and the rarely used ‘n’ and ‘r’ are uncial.  Bischoff states that the letter ‘a’ 

is both Irish half-uncial and the older Old Roman  half-uncial. The bowl of the 

‘d’, ‘q’ and ‘p’ is oblate, and that of the ‘d’ is often open, whilst the ‘z’ is very 

uncouth.54  

                                                 
50 Nordenfalk, Ibid., (1992), p. 77. 
51 CLA 2:271 
52 Kathleen Hughes Early Christian Ireland – An introduction to the sources 
   (London, 1992), p. 259. 
53 Lindsay, Ibid.,  pp. 397-407. 
54 Bischoff, Ibid.,  pp. 74-85. 
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Although the strokes are firm and the script flows, there appear to be 

some signs of haste in the writing, because there is an abundance of errors, 

mostly due to carelessness;  Lawlor counted about two hundred and fifty 

mistakes and did not claim a complete list.  Sometimes one or more letters of a 

word  have been omitted, and rarely are the errors corrected, which leaves one to 

suppose that the scribe was not always copying the manuscript from the 

exemplar, possibly because he was very familiar with the text.55   The spelling 

preserves many archaic forms and corruptions, particularly the confusion 

between æ and e;  Lawlor identifies seventy instances where the spelling varies 

from the text of the Clementine Vulgate56 and noted where errors have been 

corrected, either by the scribe himself or by others, erasure or substitution has 

been used, which led Lawlor to the conclusion that the scribe ‘was working at 

unusually high pressure when he made this transcript of the psalter’, and did not 

compare the finished manuscript with the exemplar.57  

Abbreviations are developed to a high degree of sophistication in Insular 

manuscripts, so it is not surprising to find them in the Cathach;  but what is 

surprising is that they are so few in number, and those mainly restricted to the 

nomina sacra, the system which was possibly introduced at the same time as the 

codex format to differentiate, according to McKitterick, Christian from Jewish 

and other ‘pagan’ manuscripts.58  Lindsay states the Christian words Deus and 

Dominus and Domine are written in the nomina sacra as DS, DNS, and DNE, 

but when referring to a pagan god the words deus and dominus are not 

contracted.  Other contractions used include scificatio = sanctificatio (three 

times); scificauit = sanctificauit (once); scificium = sanctificium (once); scimonia 

= sanctimonia (once); scitudo = sanctitudo (once) and scuarium = sanctuarium 

(four times).  Other abbreviation symbols, technically known as ‘suspensions’59 

include b: = bus (seventeen occurrences); q: = que (nineteen occurences); n = 

non (once). The final m is represented by a calligraphical device  ÷  on  thirteen 
                                                 
55 Lawlor, Ibid., pp.  248. 
56 Lawlor, Ibid.,  [as printed in Heyse-Tischendorf – Biblia Sacra Latina Veteris 
    Testamenti, ed. T Heyse et C. Tischendorf, Leipzig, 1873], p. 241. 
57 Lawlor,  Ibid.,  p. 250. 
58 Rosamund McKitterick, ‘Script and book production’ in R. McKitterick (ed.) 
    Carolingian culture: emulation and innovation (Cambridge, 1994),  
    pp. 221-247. 
59 Lindsay, Ibid.,  p. 1. 
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occasions, and is also omitted at some line ends, where a horizontal line is placed 

over the final vowel.60  All these are precursors of a very sophisticated system of 

notae latinae. There is also  an interesting final letter m depicted as ÷ placed 

above a vowel on f. 31r and f. 37v. This nota can also be seen in the manuscripts 

of Sulpicius Severus, Vita Sancti Martini, copied by Ursicinus and dated to 517 

AD, (Verona, Biblioteca Capitolare, MS XXXVIII.36),61 and in Acta Synodi 

Chalcedonensis, (Biblioteca del Vaticano, Lat. 1322 ff. 25-278),62 assigned by 

Lowe to the end of the sixth century.  He also noted that in the Vita Sancti 

Martini three different omission signs are used.63  According to Lowe  

the practice of omitting the m at the end of a line to save space is not 
indigenous in Latin MSS, but is an importation of a Greek custom that 
goes back to pre-Christian times.64 
 
A few ligatures occur, mainly confined to the letter ‘e’,  e.g., 

sæculum,‘æc’, ‘æter’.65 They occur frequently, both within words and between 

words.  Most common are e/c, e/i, e/m, e/n, e/r, e/s and e/t.  Omissions are 

marked by ‘signes de renvoi’ ( i.e. ‘ ‘) and insertions enclosed by a dotted line. 

Punctuation is somewhat irregular, and not always necessary, because the 

scribe finished clauses at the end of the lines where possible, and pauses in the 

middle of lines were indicated by ‘:’   Typical punctuation marks include . . . , + . 

. . ,  and : + :  Again, the manus secunda or another has  inserted ‘÷’ marks at 

some line-ends, and, where ‘:’ occurs in the middle of a line,  the ‘÷’ mark has 

been added above it.   This is obvious because of the paler hue of the ink 

compared with the text, and quite different from the obeli and asterisks used in 

accordance with the practice devised by St Jerome (who used obeli to denote 

words in the Septuagint that were not in the Hebrew and asterisks to denote 

words in the Hebrew but not in the Septuagint). The scribe exploited the 

decorative potential of the punctuation in the form of accents on monsyllables 

and the end of each psalm, as explained by Lindsay, by indicating a group of dots 

                                                 
60 Lawlor, Ibid.,  p. 253. 
61 CLA 4:494 
62 CLA 1:8 
63 E.A. Lowe, ‘More facts about our oldest Latin manuscripts’ Classical 
   Quarterly 22 (Jan 1928), p. 54. Reprinted in Ludwig Bieler (ed)  E.A.Lowe, 
   Palaeographical Papers 1907-1965 Vol. 1(Oxford, 1972),  pp. 251-274.  
64 Lowe, Ibid., (1972), p. 268. 
65 Lowe, Ibid., (1972), p. 41. 
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terminating in a ‘7’-shaped mark, the Isidorean positura, ‘…,’ which is 

sometimes repeated to fill out the line ‘…, …,’whilst ‘…,+…,’ is used for the 

larger pauses within the psalm;  the cross never appears at the end of the line.66 A 

break in the middle of a verse is marked with a ‘:’ in the midline but the symbol 

‘÷’ marking the end of a verse, according to both Lawlor67 and Lowe.68 appears 

to be added later, as it is written in inferior ink either above the line or in the 

wrong place .  These ‘÷’ marks resemble the obelus, but careful comparison 

shows they were done by different hands, and probably at a different time.  In 

this way the page was broken up into “sense” lines.  Run-overs were set off by a 

flourished oblique stroke.  Lawlor cited the use of the diacritical asterisks and 

obeli as evidence that the text from which the Cathach was copied was 

fundamentally Hieronymian, based on the Gallican version of the Psalms 

translated by St Jerome in 387 AD, with some Old Latin readings added.69  

Accents are obvious on a few words – f. 25v verse 7: áccinctus; f. 32r 

verse 8: …dominabitur á mari…; f. 37v verse 25: abundantiám and f. 39v verse 

64: plorabántur.  Run-overs are written above the line and marked by a single /, 

whilst omissions are marked by the signes de renvoi / / where they occur, and 

also to the right side of the text, where they are set in a frame of dots.  Both the 

signes de renvoi and the framed signs appear to have been written by the original 

scribe.   

The ink has stayed remarkably dark brown because it would probably 

have been manufactured from a non-corrosive vegetable-based substance, 

possibly oak-gall, whilst the rubrics, now faded to a orange-red hue, could have 

been written with a red lead pigment, (or possibly vermilion, though that pigment 

has not yet been found in early manuscripts).70   The initials show traces of 

white, red and yellow pigments infilling the negative spaces and the copious dots 

are made using a red pigment. 

 
                                                 
66 Wallace M. Lindsay (ed.), Isidori Hispalensis episcopi libri Etymologiarum 
    sive originum XX (Oxford, 1911), p. 1, xxi 9. 
67 Lawlor, Ibid., (1916) p. 251. 
68 Lowe, Ibid., (1972), p. 41. 
69 Lawlor, Ibid., (1916), p. 256. 
70 Robert Fuchs and Doris Oltrogge, ‘Colour material and painting technique’,  
   in Felicity Mahony (ed.) The Book of Kells: proceedings of a conference at  
   Trinity College, Dublin, 6-9 September 1992, (Aldershot, 1994), pp. 133-171. 
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The rubrics – the term coming from rubeum or red, or psalm headings, 

are now very indistinct and almost illegible in places because the pigment has 

faded, and the vellum mutilated, but they have been deciphered by Lawlor, who 

argues that they were likely to have been written not later than the middle of the 

seventh century, and could even be considered to have been written in the early 

seventh or late sixth century.71  It is particulary noticeable that the pigment used 

to write the rubrics has faded considerably when compared to the red pigment 

used to decorate the initials with dots.   He notes that spaces were left for the 

rubrics, which appear to have been added later, as it is noticeable that, in some 

cases, they do not always fit into their allotted spaces, or, alternatively, are 

spread out because the space allotted to them was too large.   

Each psalm is preceded by a rubric which contains the psalm title, a 

phrase giving the spiritual interpretation of the psalm, and a liturgical instruction 

for the occasion on which the psalm is to be sung.  They have the appearance of  

being written in the same hand as the body of the text, but added post facto in the 

spaces left for them, which, according to Lawlor, was the usual practice.72 There 

is some sense of crowding, as the rubrics were written either to fill a large space 

or squashed together because the space was not large enough.  They even 

overran the space, so that the text spilled over into the margin.  The first word of 

the last line of the rubric for Psalm 43 (f. 12r) was written in such a manner as to 

make room for the initial letters DS.  Lawlor deduced they are similar to the 

corresponding rubrics in the pandect Codex Amiatinus, (Florence, Biblioteca 

Medicea Laurenziana, Cat. Sala Studio 6),73 written in the scriptorium of 

Wearmouth-Jarrow.74  The format in that manuscript consists of three parts: (a) 

the title, (b) a sentence or phrase taken from the Greek version, the Septuagint, 

giving the spiritual interpretation, and (c) a lectionary-note indicating its place 

and use in the liturgy.  For example, Psalm 91 in the Codex Amiatinus has the 

title Laus cantici david – a song of praise ascribed to David; the interpretation 

Vox aecclesiae ad Christum – the voice of the Church speaks to Christ; and the 

liturgical instruction Legendus ad evangelium Marci ubi temptatur Christus - to 

                                                 
71 Lawlor, Ibid.,  pp. 265-292. 
72 Lawlor, Ibid.,  p. 252. 
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74 Lawlor, Ibid., p.  256. 
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be read at the passage in St Mark’s Gospel where Christ is tempted by the Devil. 

The rubric before Psalm 90 in the Cathach similarly reads: laus cantici dauid 

uox aecclesiae ad chrm legendus ad euangelium marci ubi temptatur chrs.75  

Above the first or second word of each psalm is a curious circle,  made 

with a quill, which has a dot at the centre.   Only one other psalm, Ps. 32.21      

(f. 4r) has a very faint similar mark, together with a cross, above a word in the 

text.  Lowe thinks it is possible that these marks were added to the text at a later 

date.76  No similar marks are to be found in the usual signes de renvoi, and the 

significance of this marker has not been discovered.  Lawlor makes note of it, but 

adds that the marks appear to have been added by a more recent hand,77 whilst 

Schauman, in her unpublished dissertation, also states that these marks do not 

seem to have been written by the same scribe who wrote the text.78 They are 

irregular in shape, appear to be drawn hastily, and the ink has degraded on some 

folios, (for example, f. 23v and f. 48r), whilst others (such as f. 15v and f. 49v) 

have maintained their colour quite well. 

This mark is clearly visible on the so-called Psalter of St Caimín, 

(Dublin, University College, MS A1),79 a quire of six folios with portions of 

Psalm 118 in the Vulgate numbering, but neither McNamara80 nor Henry and 

Marsh-Micheli81 make mention of it in their publications, whilst Esposito 

dismisses it as being a signe de renvoi.82 It is occasionally found in other 

manuscripts, including the Book of Armagh, (Dublin TCD MS 52), ff. 48r and 

48v.  In the Nancy Computus, (Nancy, Bibliothèque Municipale, 59),83 which is 

a small fragment of  disiecta membra from a computus containing the Paschal 

argument xii and xiii, attributed to Dionysius Exigius, the mark is written above 

a gloss in the margin. 
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Steinova in her comprehensive study of marks in early medieval manuscripts was 

unable to find any explanation for the mark.84   

Later history 

 In early Christianity the veneration of relics was absent but the martydom 

of holy men and women encouraged the collection of some item, either bones or 

articles associated with them in the belief they would impart a sacred power that 

offered health and protection from maladies and had both curative and salvific 

powers.  By the middle of the fourth century Chrsitian pilgrims came to 

Jerusalem and the Holy Land to see and touch the things and places that were 

associated with Christ’s life on earth, particularly those places presumed to have 

connection with His passion and resurrection.  These pilgrims would then return 

to their own countries with relics such as ampullae containing sanctified oil, 

water or earth where they would keep them in decorated boxes which served as 

keepsakes, but which also, in their turn, became amulets.  The churches, as their 

wealth increased, had sumptuous reliquaries made of precious materials and inset 

with stones. At first, these were simple box-like containers but evolved into bells, 

crosses, pendants, and numerous other forms.  

 The cult of relics in Ireland, according to Ó Floinn, dates from the arrival 

of Palladius in 431AD, who brought with him relics of the apostles, Peter, Paul 

and other saints and as Christianity spread so the number of relics grew.  During 

the eleventh and twelfth centuries several Irish saints were exhumed and placed 

in ornamental shrines.  During this period the church structure began to be re-

organised and the possession of the relics of a saint associated with it became 

hugely important.  This was true, also, of the political power associated with the 

various dynasties.85 

  The Irish word, cumdach, is generally used to describe the relic or 

reliquary taken into battle as a palladium to ensure divine favour, because of its 

hagliographical link, for the victory of the kinsmen of Colum Cille (who was a 

great-great-grandson of Niall of the Nine Hostages, founder of the Northern Uí 

Néill dynasty), though, strictly speaking, this term should only be used for the 
                                                 
84 Steinová, E. ‘Technical signs in early medieval manuscripts copied in Irish 
    minuscule’, Humanities Commons, 37-84 (2017),  
    https://hcommons.org/deposits/item/hc:18181. 
85 Raghnall Ó Floinn. Irish Shrines and reliquaries of the Middle Ages (Dublin,  
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https://hcommons.org/deposits/item/hc:18181


 20 

manuscript later found in the shrine.  It would have been of enormous religious 

and prestigious significance to its owner. 

There is disagreement, however, amongst historians as to where the 

Cathach was kept during the early middle ages, Petrie, Reeves, Henry and Herbert 

have differing opinions but there is no independent evidence to support their 

theories. Ó Floinn, in his comprehensive work ‘Sandhills, silver and shrines’ sets 

out the various arguments and notes that the legend surrounding the Cathach is 

speculative.86  He does, however, think that a portable shrine containing remains of 

Colum Cille was in existence during the eigth century and by the early ninth 

century his bones were kept at Saul, Co. Down.  There is a reference to a shrine, 

possibly a wooded sarcophagus, containing his remains in in the Annals of Ulster 

(825).  Other references imply that the relics were moved to avoid capture by the 

Vikings, possibly to Kells.  The Annals of the Four Masters (1127) refer to a shrine 

containing his remains of St Columba being stolen by the Vikings of Dublin87 but 

there is no evidence as to when the Cathach was actually enshrined in the 

cumdach. 

In the belief that Cathach was a relic of Colum Cille, a cumdach or shrine, 

(NMI R. 2835), in which the Cathach was discovered in the nineteenth century, 

was commissioned for it, according to the inscription, at the monastery at Kells, 

between 1072 and 1098, by Cathbarr Ua Domnaill, king of Cenél Lugdach and 

Domnall mac Robhartaigh, abbot of Kells. The Annals of Tigernath (AT) state that 

in 1090 Óengus Ua Domnalláin brought the reliquaries of Colum Cille, the Bell of 

the Kings, the Cuillebaigh and 120 ounces of silver; this collection may have 

included the Cathach but it is not specifically mentioned.  The craftsman who 

made the shrine, Sitric mac meic Áeda, was probably a member of the same family 

of ‘Mac Áeda the craftsman’ mentioned in a twelfth-century property transaction in 

Kells.  The inscription on the shrine, in Irish, now only partly legible, on three 

sides of the margin of the base, in silver plate. The fourth side is blank. The 

inscription is muddled implying that Sitric could have been barely literate and was 

given the inscription to copy.  The name ‘Cathbarr’ has been misspelt  ‘Chatbarr’ 
                                                 
86 Raghnall Ó Floinn. ‘Sandhills, silver and shrines’ in W. Nolan, L. Ronayne,  
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    pp. 119-126. 
87 Raghnall Ó Floinn. ‘ Insignia Columbae’.  In C. Bourke (ed.) Studies in the 
    cult of St Columba (Dublin, 1997), pp. 136-161. 
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and the word cumtcah-sa was originally spelt cumtaoh-sa but corrected by the 

insertion of serifs.88 Square brackets indicate missing letters. 

The inscription reads as follows:  

Vertical side 1: Blank 

Vertical side 2: 

   /rtaig do comar[b]a cenansa las i [n]dernad’ 

Horizontal side 1: 

 ‘[O]r[o]it do [c]a[th]barr ua d[o]m[na]ill las inder[n]ad in 

  cumtach[[s]a| 

Horizontal side 2: 

  7 do sittriuc mac meic aeda do rign[e] 7 [do]m[nall] m[a]c 

 r[oba]   

which has been translated by O’Curry as follows:  

A prayer for Cathbharr O’Donnell by whom [by whose desire 
and at whose expense] this shrine was made, and for Sitric the 
son of Mac Aedha [MacHugh] who made it; and for Domhnal 
Ua  Robhartuigh [Donnell O’Rafferty] the comharba 
[successor] of Ceannus [Kells] by whom it was made [i.e., at 
whose joint expenses with that of O’Donnell it was made].89  
 

Another inscription was added in 1723 by Daniel O’Donel, a 

descendant of Cathbarr Ua Domnaill which reads: 

 Iacobo 3 M[agnœ] B[ritanniœ] Rege exultante 
 Daniel O’Donel in Xtianisso Impo Prœfectus 
 Rei Bellicœ huiusce hœraditarii Sti Columbai 
 Pignoris vulgò Caah dicti tegmen argenteum vetustate 
 Consumptum restaurauit anno salutis 1723. 
 

During the exile of King James III of Great Britain, Daniel 
O’Donel, colonel in the most Christian army of his Majesty, 
refurbished the age-worn silver case of this hereditary pledge of 
St Columba, commonly called the Caah, in the year of grace 
1723. 
 

Dating is, however, slightly problematic.  Cathbarr Ua Domnaill was 

king of the Cenél Luighdeach, and went into religious retirement.  He 

died in 1106.  He could have commissioned the shrine, or his name was 
                                                 
88 Perette Michelli, ‘The inscriptions on Pre-Norman Irish reliquaries’,  
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 22 

inscribed in his memory, after Domnall Mac Robhartaigh succeeded to 

the abbacy of Kells, c. 1062, and prior to his death in 1098, which was 

recorded in the Annals of Ulster and the Annals of the Four Masters.90 

It is also a possibility that Cathbarr Ua Domnaill had the shrine made 

and Mac Robertaigh had his name added afterwards.    

 Close inspection of this shrine, which is exhibited in the 

National Museum of Ireland, Dublin, (NMI R. 2835), appears that the 

contents were too large to fit inside it.   It consist of a wooden box 

covered with exquisite, ornate silver-gilt repoussé work that has 

depictions of two male figures, left and centre, and the crucified Christ 

on the right; it has rock crystals embedded in it, one of which is 

missing. The back consists of an openwork pattern of crosses.  A side 

panel features the distinctive Ringerike style, which is characterised by 

a pattern of loose interlace and spirals with free-flowing tendrils 

curling into lobes of stylised leaves known as the ‘wild Ringerike 

locks’, which is, according to Ó Cróinín, a characteristic of Viking-

style decoration.91 The style differs from interlace in that the scrolls or 

stems appear to cut sharply through each other, rather than weaving 

under and over each other.92 This style emerged in the tenth century in 

Norway as Christianity was being established in the region.  It received 

its name from the region in which a group of rune stones were found.  

The decoration on the cast bronze side panel is similar to a trial motif-

piece on a bone fragment found in Dublin, dated mid-eleventh-century, 

which is decorated with an almost identical Ringerike design of 

interlace and triquetras scratched on the surface, making it possible to 

conjecture that Sitric, a name which is Scandinavian in origin, received 

his training and served an apprenticeship in Dublin, according to 

historian, Wallace.93   
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93 Patrick F. Wallace, ‘Viking-Age Ireland, AD 850-1150’ in Treasures of the 
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Trial pieces were used to train metalwork apprentices, the bone being 

less precious than the metals.94  Ó Floinn is of the opinion that the 

work on the front of the cumdach is similar to that seen on the front of 

the Shrine of the Stowe Missal, the Domnach Airgid and the Shrine of 

St Patrick’s Tooth which are dated to the fourteenth century.95  The 

manufacture of a special shrine underpins the iconic status that the 

Cathach was given, and also kept it in an environment that protected its 

organic origin.   

Sir Richard O’Donnel deposited the manuscript in the Royal 

Irish Academy in 1843. In 1879 Sir George O’Donel succeeded to the 

baronetcy and on his death in 1889 bequeathed it to Melicent Agnes 

O’Donel, granddaughter of Sir Richard, who married Edwin Thomas.  

Writing in 1919 to Rev. Lawlor, following the publication of the 

Cathach, she stated that her grandfather had brought the cumdach to 

Newport House, Co. Mayo, and whilst there one of the jewels was 

removed and commented:   

‘To this jewel which reposed on a piece of the Saint’s garment 
was of course attributed miraculous powers for the cure of 
diseases in men and also in cattle ‘. 

and continues: 
somehow it was removed from the shrine and in the possession 
of a man named O’Donnell in Mulrany whose son went to 
America, taking the jewel with him.96  
 

She presumed that jewel was borrowed and it was the intention to put it 

back.  Unfortunately, the cavity that contained the jewel remains empty 

and, as Melicent died in 1933, nothing is known of its whereabouts.  

(Appendix 1) 

In conclusion, there is no physical evidence that can prove that 

the Cathach in its cumdach is a Columban relic, nor that the legends  

associated with it is is true.  References to it, dating from the eleventh 
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century onwards, are inconclusive but do show that it was owned by 

the Cénel Conaill, the dynasty from which Colum Cille is supposed to 

be related, and that it was taken into battle on at least two occasions 

which would account for it being given the soubriquet ‘the battler’.  As 

a relic it would have given prestige and status to the familia through 

having being taken into battle at least twice, notably Magh  Luirg and 

Fersat Mór, but despite its reputation the O’Donnels lost both these 

battles and its stewards, the MacRhobartaighs, were mortally wounded.  

However, the relic remained as a talisman.  

The medieval legend 

The earliest dated reference to Colum Cille and his association with the 

Cathach is in a poem in a thirteenth century manuscript, the Book of Fenagh, 

compiled during the kingship of Domnall Óg Ó Domnaill (1258-81).  There is 

also a reference to the Cathach in a text on the death of Muirchertach known as 

Aided Muirchertaigh Meic Erca, dated by Byrne to the fourteenth century though 

McCone dates this to the eleventh century, where it is said that the Cathach was 

one of three battle standards given to the Cenél Conaill and the Cenél Eóghain.  

It must be noted, however, that this text does not refer to any association between 

Colum Cille and the Cathach. 97   

A legend concerning the Cathach was described by Lacey as follows:98  

St Finian of Moville, an instructor in wisdom, knowledge and scripture to Colum 

Cille , whilst staying with him, loaned him a precious psalter that Colum Cille 

then clandestinely copied without permission.  This led to a quarrel, so the case 

was submitted for arbitration to the High-King, Diarmait mac Cerrbeoil, cousin 

of Colum Cille, but also a kinsman of Finian, (whom he probably favoured 

because he was in his own jurisdiction), as well as being descended from Niall 

through another of his sons.  He ordered the book and its copy to be returned to 

its original owner, and handed down a historic judgement,  “to every cow her 

offspring, therefore, to every book belongs its transcript” (le gach lebhur a 

leabrán) – perhaps the first recorded instance of copyright law.99  Sharpe relates 
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that Colum Cille threatened vengeance, and the dispute culminated in the battle 

of Cúl Dremne (AD 561), where many hundreds were killed.  Colum Cille, 

presumably, retained the book when he left Ireland (possibly in remorse) two 

years later and settled in Iona, an island off the west coast of Scotland, where he 

founded a monastery.   

This legend surrounding the Cathach appeared in 1532, for possibly the 

first time, in a biography of Colum Cille, Betha Colaim Chille, compiled by 

Maghnas Ó Domhnaill, chief of the Tyrconnell, a scholar-prince, who was to 

become the ruler of Donegal.100 Ó Domhnaill’s work is full of inconsistencies 

and contradictions about different legends, but he does have a few true facts; the 

Annals of the Four Masters, the Annals of Inisfallen and the Chronicon Scotorum 

do record the Battle of Cúl Dremne, fought in 561AD: 

(CS 561 Bellum Cuile Dreimne for Diarmaid mac Cerbáill Fergus et 
Domnall da mac Meic Eerca & Ainmire mac Senna & Nindidh mac 
Dúach & Aodh mac Earnach Tirmcarna re Connacht uictores errant per 
orationem Coloim Cille dicentis). 
 

 They agree on the fact that Colum Cille migrated to Iona in 563 AD (though 

none of these accounts were written contemporaneously). Adomnán twice 

mentioned the battle as an incident that was a turning point in Colum Cille’s 

career (Vitae Columba Preface and Book 1, 7).101  

Lacey continues to state that Maghnas Ó Domhnaill, when writing about 

the Battle of Cúl Dremne, gave the following description of the relic: 

An Cathuch, imorro, ainm an leabhuir sin triasa tugadh an cath, as is 
airdmhind C.C. a crich Cineoil Conaill Gulban.  Agus ata sé 
cumhdaigthe d’airgid fa ór, 7 ni dleghur a fhoscludh.  Agus da cuirther 
tri huaire desiul a timchell sluaigh Cineoil Conaill é, ag dul docum 
cat[h]a doib, is dual co ticfadh slan fa buaidh.  
 
Further, the Cathach,  [‘Battle Book’] is the name of that book through 
which the battle was fought.  It is the greatest treasure of Colum Cille in 
the territory of Cenél Conaill.  It is covered with silver under gold.  It is 
not lawful to open it and if it is taken three times righthand-wise around 
the host of the Cenél Conaill when they are going into battle, they will 
come back safe and triumphant.102 
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102 Lacey, Ibid., (1998), p. 100. 



 26 

Ó Domhnaill gives no hint of where he discovered this detail, which is the only 

reference to the Cathach in his book.  It must be assumed that it was a legend 

passed down through the family, and that he cannot have seen the shrine which 

has a cover of silver plate. 

From the fifteenth to the seventeenth century the family of Mac 

Robertaigh in Ballymagroarty, County Donegal, had the official custody of the 

cumdach and its contents.  The Annals of Ulster recorded that, in an engagement 

between the O’Donells and the MacDermotts of Bealach Buidhe in 1497, “the 

Cathach was wrested from them then and its steward [Mac Robartaigh ] was 

slain in that defeat”103 so is possible that it was given as ransom for important 

prisoners, and subsequently restored to the family two years later.    This could 

account for its disappearance at times.  Although some centuries later, an 

example, noted by Plummer, which could indicate that this was a custom to 

possibly avoid the costs incurred when prisoners were taken, the following is 

noted in Oxford, Bodleian Library Laud Misc 610, a fifteenth century manuscript 

of miscellaneous prose, verse and genealogies  

The Psalter of Edmund son of Richard Butler, to whom this psalter 
belonged till the defeat inflicted on him and the Earl of Osmond by 
Thomas Earl of Desmond at Piltown [Co. Kilkenny in 1462], when this 
book and the Book of Carrick were exacted as a ransom for MacRichard.  
And it was he who had these books written for himself, until the Earl of 
Desmond exacted them… (f. .110v, marg.sup.) 104  
 

Two further entries in that same manuscript illustrate the change of ownership 

when that manuscript was transferred from the Butler family to the Fitzgerald 

family after Edmund, taken prisoner in 1482 by the eighth earl of Desmond, 

Thomas Fitzgerald, used it as ransom.  (Strictly speaking this was not an actual 

psalter but acquired its name because some of its contents were copied from the 

lost ‘Psalter of Cashel’).  It remained in the possession of the Fitzgeralds until the 

first half of the sixteenth century.  

The Annals of the Four Masters state that in 1567 John O’Neill mustered 

a large army to march into Tirconnell against Hugh O’Donnell (son of Maghnas, 

son of Hugh Oge, son of Hugh Roe).  A fierce battle at Fersat Mór ensued on 
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eighth of May and amongst others fatally wounded was “Magroarty who had 

custody of the Cathach of Columbkille”. 105  

John Colgan, OFM (?1592-1658), historian and hagiographer, who was 

born in the townland of Muff, near Carndonagh, on the Inishowen peninsula, Co. 

Donegal, alluded to the Cathach as being then in Tir Connell (Donegal) in the 

second volume of his Triadis Thaumaturgæ, published in Louvain in 1647: 

Cæterò S. Columba cum victo Rege pacem iniri fecit, et 
rem totam utrin composuit: Liber, autem, qui S Finniano 
perperam à Rege adjudicatus, belli occasio fuit, S. 
Columbæ remansit, et tanquam celebrius monumentum in 
Tirconalia argenteo inuolucro obductus asseruatur, et 
Cathach, id est præliator, vulgo appellate: fertque traditio 
quod si circa illius patriæ exercitum, antequam hostem 
adoriantur, tertio cum debita reuerentia circumducatur, 
eueniat, vt victoriam reportet.106 
 

He also refers to “Baile megrabhairtaich”, the townland of Mac Robhartaigh –  

“ubi illud celebre reliquarium S. Columbæ quod Cathach appellatur”.   

It was taken to France by Colonel Daniel O’Donel of Ramelton who 

followed King James II after the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. He was a direct 

descendant of Aodh Dubh, brother of Manus O’Donel (?-1563) who had compiled 

the biography in the sixteenth century. In 1723, he had the silver frame-case made 

to support the shrine, engraved with the O’Donel coat of arms, and the following 

inscription (which caused Betham to describe the manuscript as ‘The Caah’):  

Iacobo 3 M[agnæ] B[ritanniæ] Rege exulante, 
Daniel O’Donel in Xtianisso  Impo  Prœfectus 
Rei Bellicœ huiusce hœraditarii Sti Columbani 
Pignoris vulgò Caah dicti tegmen argenteum vetustate 
Consumptum restaurauit anno salutis 1723. 
 
During the exile of King James III of Great Britain, Daniel O’Donel, 
colonel in the most Christian army of his Majesty, refurbished the age-
worn silver case of this hereditary pledge of St Columba, commonly 
called the Caah, in the year of grace 1723.107 
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Daniel O’Donel had levied a regiment in Ireland for James II, supporting 

the cause of the Stuarts, but fled to France, in what is known as the ‘Flight of the 

Wild Geese’, following the siege and subsequent Treaty of Limerick. On his 

arrival in February 1692 he was given the rank of Captain and assigned to the 

Irish Regiment of Marine.  He served with the Army of Germany (1693-1695), 

the Army of Meuse (1701), the Army of Italy (1702-1706) and the Army of 

Flanders (1707-1712).108  In October, 1705, he was promoted to the rank of 

Lieutenant-Colonel, and to the rank of Colonel in August, 1708.  In 1713 he 

served with the Army of Germany.  He took part, most notably, in the battles of 

Luzzara, Cassano, Turin, Oudenarde and Malplaquet; reached the rank of 

Brigadier in 1719, and then retired to the court of the exiled James III at Saint 

Germain-en-Laye.109  A coat of arms was granted to him in 1709 by James Terry, 

Athlone Pursuivant at the Court of King James at Saint Germain-en-Laye.110  

When O’Donel died without issue, in his seventieth year, in 1735, at 

Saint Germain-en-Laye, he deposited, according to one version, the manuscript 

in ‘a monastery or college at Paris’, where he left instructions that the cumdach 

be given to a person who could prove to be his next-of-kin.  Legend, documented 

by Gilbert, and attributed to St. Caillin mac Niatach of Fidnacha (Fenagh), 

warned the O’Donels not to let the Cathach fall into the hands of Englishmen, 

for to do so would lead to the overthrow of the O’Donel tribe and the triumph of 

their enemy.111  

Nothing was been reported as to the whereabouts of the cumdach and no 

satisfactory explanation for the time gap between the death of Daniel O’Donel in 
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1735 its reappeareance in 1802, the date claimed by Lady Mary O’Donel in her 

deposition when filing a Bill of Complaint in 1814.   

At the time of the short fourteen-month peace in Europe between Britain 

and France during the Napoleonic Wars, following the Treaty of Amiens (27 

March, 1802), the cumdach was given to the fourth baronet, Sir Capel Molyneux, 

Sheriff of Armagh, who was married to Elizabeth, eldest daughter of the late Sir 

Neil O’Donnel, Baronet of Newport, County Mayo, and sister of the present Sir 

Neil O’Donnel.  He brought it to Ireland and gave it to his father-in-law, Sir Neal 

(Garv) O’Donnel.  After his death in January 1811, his eldest son Neal (Beag) 

inherited the title to become second baronet, and the cumdach remained in the 

care of his widow, Lady Mary O’Donnel, daughter of William Crone of 

Ballyshannon, County Mayo, to whom it had been bequeathed.  Ten years later 

her son, Sir Connel O’Donnel, twin of the Second baronet, Neal Beag, employed 

Sir William Betham [Knight attendant on the most illustrious order of St Patrick, 

Ulster; King of Arms, and principal Herald of all Ireland (1820-1853), Ulster 

King-at-arms], who had the responsibility for determining which motifs, insignia 

and mottoes a family was entitled to use on their arms, to compile a pedigree of 

the O’Donnel, and loaned him the cumdach on the understanding that he could 

have a drawing and a description made.  In his paper, Betham states that he had 

‘made an application to the present possessor, Connel O’Donell, Esq. for 

permission to examine it, and describe the box and its contents….’ and went on 

to state that he was given ‘ample licence to open and examine its contents’.112 

These statements, written in 1826, are at variance with the statement made by 

Lady Mary O’Donnel who, on 30 April 1814, filed a Bill of Complaint in the 

High Court of Chancery at Dublin, complaining that Sir William Betham had 

secretly opened the cumdach and, without her consent, interfered with its 

contents.  Sir John Thomas Gilbert, a Dublin-born historian and archivist, who 

documented the archives of Sir Richard Annesley O’Donnell in 1873, reported 

that she stated that the shrine had “been preserved with great care in a college or 

monastery at Paris”.113 A sworn answer to the bill was given on 11 June 1814 by 

Sir William Betham as follows:  
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And the Defendant further saith that the said box called the Caah (sic) is 
of thin silver lined with brass, and set with chrystal (sic) and other stones 
of little or no value, and Defendant believes it to be intrinsically of 
trifling and inconsiderable value, but Defendant considers it to be 
estimable from its antiquity, particularly to the head of the O’Donnell 
family, and from its containing within it a vellum manuscript which 
Defendant believes to be of a very antient date.  And Defendant saith he 
became acquainted with the contents of the said box in the manner 
following:-  Defendant saith he hath heard that the said box contained 
reliques or remains, or part of the reliques or remains of the body of Saint 
Columb Kill, and that some superstitious terror existed with respect to 
opening the box, but Defendant having also been informed that a box 
similar to the said Caah, and described by the late General Vallancy in a 
work printed and published by him, had contained some curious 
manuscript writing, this Defendant was led to suppose the said Caah 
might also contain some membrane or  manuscript of like kind.  That this 
Defendant accurately examined the said box, and in the course of his 
examination observed a small opening therein sufficient to admit a pin or 
a wire.   That Defendant thereupon did introduce a slender wire thro’ the 
said opening for the purpose of ascertaining whether any manuscript was 
contained within, and that Deft. Ascertained to his satisfaction by the 
rubbing of the wire along the ledges of the vellum, that such membrane 
or manuscript as he had supposed was actually contained in the said box, 
and Defendant saith he was satisfied on that occasion with having so far 
ascertained its contents, and then proceeded no farther.  And Defendant 
saith shortly after this Defendant had so aforesaid discovered the nature 
of the contents of said Caah, Defendant met accidentally, near Trinity 
College, the said Dodwell Browne and Mr Coane, and that Defendant 
then and there openly and immediately informed said Dodwell Brown of 
what Defendant had done and discovered, and desired him to 
communicate the same to the Complainant, and the said Dodwell Browne 
a short time afterwards at the Defendant’s house in North Cope Street, in 
the City of Dublin, satisfied himself of the existence of such Manuscript 
within the box, by introducing the wire thro the aforesaid opening in the 
same manner as this Defendant had before done, and this Defendant also 
thereupon told the said Dodwell Browne that he was very curious to 
examine the said MS.  But the Defendant felt a delicacy about opening 
the said box for such purpose without the permission of the Complainant, 
in consequence of the rumour of the superstitious dread about opening 
said box as aforesaid entertained by Complainant and some of her family, 
as Defendant had heard; and the said Dodwell Browne afterwards 
informed this Defendant that he had made such communication as 
aforesaid to Complainant from this Defendant, and that she expressed no 
dissatisfaction thereat, but on the contrary, that if Complainant was 
satisfied the box contained a manuscript, Complainant expressed her 
desire to see the said manuscript contained in the said box, and her wish 
that Defendant should open the box in her presence, when she should be 
well enough in her health to see company, and shew her the contents 
thereof, and this Defendant saith that upon such message being so 
delivered by said Dodwell Brown to the Defendant, this Defendant was 
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gratified to find that no superstitious or other feeling of the said 
Complainant was likely to impede the opening of the said box and 
ascertaining of the nature of the MS. Therein preserved, and the said box 
remaining for some short time in the Defendant’s possession, and he 
having daily opportunity of inspecting the same, and fearing that a 
considerable time might elapse before the Complainant would be well 
enough in her health to have the said box opened in her presence, and 
finding that the superstitious objection of the opening thereof was 
removed, this Defendant admits he did (no other being present at the 
time) without in the slightest or minutest degree injuring the said box 
open the said box by taking out and without violence two or three pins 
which fastened the lid thereof to its body and having then raised the lid, 
this Defendant saw the expected MS. In a decayed wooden box interior to 
the metal case – that Defendant then took out the said MS and examined 
it, and having ascertained that it was to the best of Defendant’s belief and 
judgement a MS. of the sixth or seventh century or earlier, consisting of 
extracts in Latin from the Holy Scriptures, Defendant straightway 
returned it to the said box in its former state and situation and closed the 
lid of the outer box and replaced the said pins as before in their proper 
places, and Defendant positively saith that in fact or in appearance no 
injury was done or violence offered to the said box, and that its value was 
in no degree diminished by Defendant’s opening thereof, on the contrary 
this Defendant verily believes and considers that the value of the said box 
is much enhanced by the Defendant’s discovery that it contains a 
manuscript of such high antiquity, probably one of the most ancient in 
Ireland, and Defendant most positively saith that the said box contained 
no jewels or precious stones nor any other contents than the wooden box 
and manuscript aforesaid… 
This Defendant saith he made no secret of his having opened the said box 
in manner aforesaid, but immediately communicated the fact thereof and 
the contents of the box to several persons, among others to Sir Neal 
O’Donnell, Baronet, complainant’s son, to Sir Capel Molyneux, Baronet, 
Complainant’s son-in-law, to his Grace the Duke of Richmond, to your 
Lordship, to his Majesty’s Attorney-General, and to several other 
distinguished persons, Defendant also mentioned the same in the said 
pedigree.114 
  
Thirteen years later Betham gave a full account of the opening, which 

was inconsistent with his statement to the court, and which placed him in a less 

creditable light. He stated that: 

the box was opened without any extraordinary, or supernatural 
occurrence, except, indeed, a heavy shower of hail which a strong north-
west wind drove against the window of my study (thus debunking the 
superstition that the cumdach held relics of St Colum Cille) and found the 
contents of the cumdach in bad condition.  The wooden box was decayed 
and enclosed “a manuscript on vellum, a copy of the ancient vulgate 
translation of the Psalms, in Latin, of fifty eight membranes…from the 
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depth of the wooden box there is no doubt that it once contained the 
whole psalter and the leaves appeared to have been originally stitched 
together, but the sewing had almost entirely disappeared.115  
 

This statement, according to Lawlor, was ‘a most precarious inference’.116  

Lawlor projected that the pages were not less than 235mm in height x 155mm in 

width when Betham opened the box, and, as the inner part of the cumdach 

measures 220mm x165mm x 27mm (without the box) it could not have held the 

complete psalter.117 Consequently, it must have been mutilated either before or at 

the time when it was placed in the shrine.118   

Unfortunately, Betham appears not to have appreciated fully the 

historical value of the shrine and its contents, as he discarded the board covered 

with red leather which, he stated, was “very like that with which eastern MSS. 

are bound”,119 and the technology was not available to prevent further damage. 

He continued:  

I have not been able to find out why it got the name of Caah, which is not 
an Irish word, nor have those learned Irish scholars I have consulted 
discovered a word from which this name has been formed, unless it is a 
corruption of the word car, a box.120 
 
Another version casts some doubt on the claim of the O’Donnel of Mayo 

to be the rightful inheritor.  The mystery lies in how Sir Neal knew the cumdach 

was on the Continent.  In a letter to John O’Donovan from George Petrie, dated 

11 June 1838, he relates how an Irish priest, Father Prendergast of Cong, visited 

the monastery, where he was shown the reliquary, and informed that it was to be 

returned ‘to the true representative of the house of O’Donnell’.121  Returning to 

Ireland, he related the facts to Sir Neal O’Donnell, who was proprietor of Cong. 

These facts were told to him by the Rev. Abbot himself.122 This information 

directly contradicted Lady Mary’s statement that it was found in a monastery in 

France.  Father Patrick Prendergast, described by Wilde as ‘The Lord Abbot’ of 

Cong’ and ‘a very fine courteous, white-haired old man – a good specimen of the 
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St Omers’ priest of 60 years ago,’123 was a seminarian at Saint Omer, a mere 50k 

distance from Flanders; so, on his return to Ireland, having been appointed to the 

living at Cong as parish priest, he informed Sir Neal of his sighting, which 

prompted Sir Neal to rush to Betham for a genealogy, proving that he was head 

of the family and had the right of inheritance.  This was later challenged by 

Lewis O’Donel, who considered himself senior to Sir Neal.  (Both were 

descended from General Manus O’Donnel, with Lewis being the son of his eldest 

son, Charles, and Neal the son of the younger son, Hugh). 

Yet another version is found in O’Curry’s work.  He states that the shrine 

was discovered ‘in a monastery in Belgium’ by Mrs Margaret Molyneux, sister 

of Sir Neal Garv, who, on her return home reported this to her brother, Sir Neal 

O’Donnel – the second baronet.124 

Flanders or Saint Germain-en-Laye?  The argument in favour of Saint 

Germain-en-Laye is that the courts of James II and James III were held at the 

Chateau Vieux (19 km. west of Paris), until James III moved to Rome.  This 

chateau was of considerable importance, as Louis XIV held his court there, prior 

to his move to Versailles.  James II died there and his coffin was held in the 

church of the English Benedictines in Rue St Jacques, Paris, whilst his court 

arranged for his remains to be removed to Westminster Abbey in England.  

However, this church was desecrated during the French Revolution and his 

coffin lost.  Parts of his praecordia were discovered in 1824, but it seems 

unlikely that the Cathach was connected to them.    

A history, by Nolan, of the Benedictine Order in Ypres, tells that there 

were, however, very close connections between the Stuart courts of James II and 

James III with the Irish Benedictine Convent in Ypres.  The illegitimate daughter 

of James II, Lady Arabella Fitzjames, at the age of sixteen, became a Benedictine 

nun in Pontoise Convent in 1690, and James II himself invited Dame Mary 

Joseph Butler, the third abbess of Ypres and sister of the Duke of Ormond, to 

found a convent in Dublin, which later was to cause dissent with the Ypres 

convent. His queen, Mary Beatrice d’Este of Modena, took a great interest in the 

abbey in Ypres, and, as Dowager Queen Mary, she appointed Father German 

                                                 
123 William R Wilde, Lough Corrib, its shores and islands, with notices of 
      Lough Mask  (Dublin, 1867, reprint 2013), p. 174. 
124 O’Curry, Ibid.,  p. 331. 



 34 

O’Donnell, another descendent of Manus O’Donnell, as confessor, mentioning 

the fact in a letter dated 1701 to the Rt. Revd. Lord Bishop of Ypres , “who is 

going as confessor to the Irish Benedictine nuns”.125   James II also appointed the 

Earl of Tyrconnel, whom he later made Viceroy of Ireland.  He became involved 

in the establishment of the monastery in Dublin, whilst his Duchess was 

instrumental in sending prospective nuns to Ypres.126   

It is likely that Daniel O’Donnell visited the convent when he was with 

the Army of Flanders, between 1707 and 1712.  The convent and church in 

Ypres had many precious relics, which had been, reputedly, given to the nuns by 

James II, James III and his son, the Cardinal Duke of York, including a piece of 

lace worked by Mary, Queen of Scots, a portrait of James II, and gold 

embroidery on the nuns’ best red vestment, which came from the trappings of the 

horse of James II.127  There was also a connection with the Irish Brigade through 

lieutenant it was saidcolonel Murrough O’Brien, who deposited two colours in 

the convent, one of a Scottish regiment in the Dutch service, the other from the 

English regiment of Churchill, captured at the Battle of Ramillies, on 23rd May 

1706.128  This account is part of the Benedictine history, which, according to 

Nolan, had been passed down by the nuns.  Military historians disagree that the 

flags were deposited in the convent in Ypres, partly because they were not found 

in the burnt-out cellars when the other treasures discovered, and partly because 

the Ramillies association of this fragment cannot be satisfactorily explained.129   

Although the flags were not found there one has, however, re-appeared (but 

exactly how and when is not clear).130  This Flag of Ramillies is on display at the 

Benedictine Abbey in Kylemore, Co. Galway, together with the lace and 

vestment.   

It would not be difficult to accept that the cumdach could have been 

deposited in the convent for safe-keeping.  However, no firm evidence exists to 

explain why or where the relic was deposited in France. 
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The cumdach remained with the O’Donnels of Newport, despite 

challenges from the Lewis O’Donnel family.  In April 1842 the manuscript and 

the shrine, which were in the possession of their (possible) hereditary keeper, 

were given to the Dublin Society (from 1920, the Royal Dublin Society) by Sir 

Richard Annesley O’Donnel (Fourth baronet) of Newport, County Mayo,131 and 

transferred to the Royal Irish Academy at the end of May 1843, where it was 

displayed in the long room, together with the Cross of Cong and other treasures.  

The Government and the Royal Irish Academy then agreed the transfer of its 

collection of antiquities (which included the cumdach but not the Cathach), to 

the new National Museum of Ireland in 1890.132 

 The manuscript was found to be in very bad condition, so the Royal 

Dublin Society had it conserved with the best technology available at the time. 

The leaves of the manuscript were separated and mounted in paper frames and 

the butt joints overlaid with white net by the British Museum Bindery. 

Additional repairs were carried out in England in 1980 by Roger Powell† and 

Dorothy Cumpstey, at a cost of £6,150 sterling.  New vellum mounts, stained to 

match the originals, replaced the deteriorated previous repairs, and used 

degreased fish-skin to join the butted edges.  The leaves, assembled in sections, 

were then sewn within a zig-zag of hand-made paper onto cords, and bound in 

English oak boards.  The spine was covered in white alum-tawed pigskin.  A 

box, designed by David Powell, was made by George Taylor in the noted 

Edward Barnsley workshop. The cumdach is deposited in the National Museum 

of Ireland (R.2835) and the Cathach in the Royal Irish Academy (MS 12 R 33).  

In conclusion, this manuscript is typically Insular in nature.  The method 

of preparing the vellum, the manner in which it is put into bifolia and quires is 

typically Irish in contrast to those made on the Continent. The script dates the 

psalter to an early period of development in the use of the Vulgate, as opposed to 

the Old Latin format, in Ireland and the compartively simple decoration when 

compared with the later Insular manuscripts such as the Durham A.II.I0133 and 
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the Book of Durrow,134 whilst the lack of three-fifties division and the 

diminuendo style indicates that this manuscript is a very early example of Irish 

book-art.   
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Chapter 2 

Biography of Colum Cille 

Tracing the biographical history of Colum Cille presents many 

difficulties because of the paucity of reliable sources.  There are no documents 

extant written during in his lifetime.  Using the Irish annals as a source 

presupposes that they were written contemporaneously in the saint’s life time, 

but historical debate has more or less proved that this is not so.135 Entries that 

concern him in the Annals of Ulster (AU) 519, 523, 563, the Annals of 

Inishfallen (AI) 521, the Annals of Tigernach (AT) 519, 563, and the Chronicon 

Scottorum (CS) 518,563, are presumed to be retrospective.  The literary texts that 

do exist are not to be considered reliable sources of biographical material, but 

examination of them can give some information, bearing in mind their own terms 

of reference, gives some insight into his history, whilst in the small detail a 

specific reference could be absolutely accurate, even when the other material has 

been very obviously distorted.136  

The Amrae Coluimb Chille, the ‘Elergy of Colum Cille’, traditionally 

dated to the late sixth or early seventh century, is a vernacular praise-poem 

attributed to Dallán Forgaill, or Dallán mac Forgaill (The Little Blind Man of 

Superior Testimony),137 as he was sometimes known, although, according to one 

tradition, his real name was Eochu mac Colla meic Eircc meic Feradaig from the 

Masraige tribe of Bréifne.138  There are, however, alternative traditions about 

him, for example, that he is a descendant of Colla Uais, a sept of the Airgiall or 

from the Ulster clan of the Dál Fiatach.139 

There are three main manuscripts extant of this poem, the Liber 

Hymnorum, the Lebor na hUidre and the Bodleian Rawlinson B502, though 

other manuscripts also contain some versions. It is written in Old Irish in an 

obscure and artificial language, with ‘deliberately extensive use of learned 
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borrowings from Latin’,140 and in a style similar to that of the Psalms,141 with 

some signs of eighth or ninth-century re-editing and interpretation.142  The 

manner in which the poet composed this poem demonstrates that he was very 

skilled in the techniques of poetic construction. 

The Amrae Coluimb Chille is remarkable, not just for the alliteration, its  

convoluted phrasing and its description of Colum Cille, but because it is thought 

to be the earliest recorded work of Irish literature, the significance being, 

according to Michael Cronin, that it was written, in Ireland, in the venacular  

when other Western Europe vernaculars were oral.143  The equally difficult prose 

preface, according to some scholars, is of a later date.144 

The Amrae Coluimb Chille has been contextually placed late in the sixth 

century, presumably to coincide with the death of the saint.  It is divided into a 

two-quatrain preface and ten verses or phrases, which vary in length, and has 

alliteration within most verse lines. It is one of the earliest surviving texts written 

about Colum Cille.  Commissioned by Áed, possibly cousin of Colum Cille, Áed 

mac Ainmirech, high king of the Cenél Conaill, and later of Tara (586-98) [Áed 

at-noe huile oll donne: Great Áed pledged it for all people, VIII. 1].145  The poem 

referred to him only as Colum, (I.5; ll.1; Vl.29;), apart from one line that refers 

to Columb ó Chille (V.16).  In the preface contained in the Liber Hymnorum are 

opinions expressed by two scholars who died in the early part of the eleventh 

century, about the date the Amrae was begun, as being at the time of Colum 

Cille’s staunch defence of the ‘Bardic Tradition’ at the synod of Druim Cett in 

AD575.146  These opinions are probably fictitious. 

The poem refers to the noble ancestry of Colum Cille as the descendant 

of Conall Gulban’s son Fedlimid – macc Fedelmthe,  [VIII.16],147 information 
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that is corroborated in Irish genealogical sources.  It pays tribute to a life of 

Christian commitment and emphasises his skills in different branches of 

scholarship, particularly in the study of the Scriptures.  The Amrae portrays 

Colum Cille as a solitary figure, chaste, charitable and hospitable, abstemious, 

and a keen adherent to the laws of fasting; he is reputed to have had deep rooted 

knowledge of the Bible, particularly the Old Testament, and been well-informed 

in astronomy and Greek, (VIII.14), at-gaill grammataig greic which Ó Cuív 

translates as ‘he studied Greek grammar’.148 

The reference to astronomy can be seen as significant, because it implies 

that Colum Cille would have been conversant with the Irish Pascal computus, 

that method of calculating the date of Easter in Iona, the adherence to which was, 

in later years, to cause such controversy.   In 664 AD a synod was convened in 

Whitby to bring the Irish method of calculation into line with that of the Roman 

Easter because the different cyclical calculations that determined the date of the 

Pascal moon (the first full moon after the spring equinox) could make a 

difference of four weeks when the Irish used their preferred 84-year cycle, rather 

than the frequently revised Roman version of a 19-year cycle “which they felt 

had too many inaccuracies”.149  Ecgberht, an English monk, finally introduced 

the Dionysiac Easter calendar to the community of Iona in 716 AD. 

Another early account of the life of Colum Cille, Liber de uirtutibus 

sancti Columbae, was written around 630-640 AD (some three to four decades 

after his death) by Cumméne Find (Cummeneus Albus), who was the seventh 

abbot since the foundation of Iona, from 657 to 669 AD.  He was a nephew of 

the fifth abbot, Ségéne (623-652 AD), and great-nephew of Lasrán, third abbot 

(600-606 AD).   All that is known of his work is a short extract inserted into a 

later copy of the Vita Columbae, the Schaffhausen manuscript, (Schaffhausen, 

Stadbibliothek, Generalia 1).150 Written c 700 AD, this manuscript, the oldest 

surviving copy of the Vita Columbae, was copied by Dorbbéne, bishop or abbot 
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of Iona for a mere five months before his death in 713 AD, (AU 712), possibly 

during the absence of Dúnchad, who was abbot between 707 and 710 AD,151 and 

inserted into the Schaffhausen manuscript, probably for political reasons, in the 

early eighth century.152 This manuscript was taken to Reichenau, an island in 

Lake Constance, around 800 AD, and is now in Switzerland. It specifically 

names the scribe as Dorbbéne: pro me Dorbbeneo Dominum deprecetur. 

Two other poems, known as Fo réir Choluimb and To-fed andes, written 

in Irish perhaps in the 640s and before 677 AD, use the names Columb and 

Coluimb Chille.  Although of less length and detail than the Amra, they also add 

to the scanty knowledge of the saint.  The poems are attributed by Kelly, who 

edited the poems, to Beccán mac Luigdech, a member of the Uí Néill, and 

thought to have been a professionally trained poet, as well as a religious of the 

Columban  familia, possibly in Iona.  (Cummian writing to Ségéne, the fifth 

abbot of Iona (623-52 AD) also addresses a Beccanus solitarius153 but Walsh and 

Ó Cróinín  postulate that the author could be Béccán Ruimm). 154 Fo réir 

Choluimb is to be found, in its entirety, only in one manuscript in the National 

Library of Ireland (G50).  This manuscript also contains Amrae Coluimb Chille 

and Adomnán’s Prayer.  Fo réir Choluimb is a poem arranged in twenty-five 

quatrains, though the final verse appears to be a later addition, with lines of 

seven syllables rhyming ‘a-b-a-b’.  The last word of each line alliterates with the 

first word of the next line and the last word of each verse with the first word of 

the next verse.155 The name Columb is used four times and Columb Chille six 

times.  

To-fed andes is included as part of a large collection of poetry, in a 

manuscript, probably dating from the sixteenth century (Bodleian Library, 

Oxford, Laud. Misc. 615), entitled Tiugraind Beccáin (To-fed andes are the 

opening three words).  Also included is a copy of the Amrae Coluimb Chille.   It 

consists of twenty-five stanzas of couplets with complicated metre.  Alliteration 
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between the end of the last line and the beginning of the next, and between the 

end of one verse and the beginning of the next, is only one part of the very 

complicated metre. The name spelled Columb is used five times and Columb 

Chille seven times, and, as well as extolling the virtues, the learning, and other 

attributes, makes specific mention of his mother Eithne: macc do Eithne, [22.2].  

The main literary source for the biography, which is probably better 

described as a hagiography, of the saint is Vita Columbae, written by Adomnán, 

who succeeded him as the ninth abbot of Iona, between 689 AD (the date when 

Adomnán visited Northumbria) and 704 AD, when he died, some one hundred 

years after the death of the Saint.156 The precise date within these fifteen years is, 

however, open to debate. Written principally for the monasteries in the Ionan 

familia,157 he stated in the preface 1,1a: 

Beati nostri patroni Christo sufragante uitam discripturus fratrum 
flagitationibus obsecundare uolen’s   
 
Wishing to respond to the importunity of the brothers, with Christ’s 
favour, I shall describe the life of our blessed patron158 
 

And also, possibly, for a continental audience wanting to place Colum Cille 

alongside Columbánus and the many Saxon and Merovingian saints.159 The 

stories about Colum Cille were probably told and re-told both within his lifetime 

and afterwards, and so provided the substance for the written work.   

Adomnán does not clarify the events in the saint’s life but dwells 

considerably on his spirituality, and could, maybe, have incorporated some of his 

own, Adomnán’s, thinking into the work.  Hughes said that, in his composition 

Adomnán’s techniques had distinctive linguistic features, such as his frequent 

borrowing of words and phrases, and sometimes even sentences, which have 

characteristics of the older works of the Lives of Saints, such as Jerome and 

Sulpicius.160  Sharpe takes the view that Adomnán’s work is much more 

hagiography than biography, and appears to be largely influenced by Sulpicius 
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Severus’ Life of St Martin of Tours, Evagrius’ Life of St Anthony, and Muirchú’s 

Life of St Patrick.  The Dialogues of Gregory the Great, Constantius’ Life of 

Germanus of Auxerre, and the Gesta Silvestri also appear to have formed his 

style, which emphasises the saintly aspects of the man, whilst underplaying the 

less Christian traits in Colum Cille’s nature. 

This work of Adomnán, which is both a political history of Ireland, Dál 

Riada and Northumbria as well as hagiography, was written about one hundred 

years after the death of Colum Cille; he constructed the image of Colum Cille as 

one of the great saints of the Irish Church.  Divided into three libelli, it deals with 

prophecies, miracles and angelic visitations, but lacks any chronological 

sequence. Obviously drawing on some folk tradition, it cannot be considered a 

totally reliable source of information on the saint’s life, but the work does 

provide a useful tool for understanding the influence of the early Irish medieval 

church through Europe by the later peregrini.  Adomnán probably relied on oral 

accounts for his history, which could have included a good deal of subjective 

experience.  Any factual events were not detached, but meshed into the stories of 

the community, and rooted in the uniqueness and identity of Colum Cille, 

validating the claims of his authority and prestige.  The Venerable Bede, a monk 

from the abbey of Wearmouth-Jarrow, writing in 731 AD, represents Colum 

Cille as an inspiring personage with great leadership qualities161 and referred to 

him as ‘Columba is now called Columcille by some, which is a compound of the 

word cella and the name Columba’.162 

Both authors provide brief chronological details of some aspects of his 

life and death.  The Calendar of Willibrord, (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de 

France, Lat. 10837 (ff. 34-41, 44),163 written c. 705 AD, states that the feast of 

Colum Cille is ninth June, v idus iunii.164  McCarthy, who has collated the 

chronological data for the date of Columba’s birth, mission and death as 
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provided by authors from medieval times to 2006, concludes that the most likely 

sequence is that he was born 520 AD, embarked on the navigato in 562 AD and 

died ninth June 593.165 

  Hagiography of this genre was frequently employed to demonstrate the 

sanctity of the saints by attributing various supernatural virtues to them, and so 

strengthening their reputations.  The stories associated with miracles and 

‘wonderous’ deeds also occur in the field of mirabilia.166  Sharpe notes that 

with the exception of those passages in which Adomnán mentions his teachers, 

[i.e. his fosterer Cruithnechán (iii.2), and his masters Gemmán (ii.25) and the 

bishop Uinniau/Finnbarr (ii.1)], there is no evidence existing relating to the first 

forty years or so of Columba’s life.167 

McCarthy is of the opinion that Adomnán deliberately altered the date of 

the death of Colum Cille by four years from Tuesday, June 9th, 593 AD to 

Sunday, June 9th 597 AD, possibly to add emphasis to the spirituality of the 

event.  This apparent dishonesty, if true, obviously influenced later authors, such 

as Bede, but caution is required when such early events are being analysed.168 

Fosterage of royal sons was an ancient practice that stretched back to 

antiquity.  It was strictly regulated and in the secular world was used to form 

alliances with political allies outside the immediate family.  The early Irish law, 

Cáin Iarraith, spells out in detail the responsibilities of both families.169  

Adomnán’s reference to fosterage into the monastic school does not make clear 

if Colum Cille was placed there as a child or went as an adult, in the role of 

student, possibly with the intention that he entered the church. 

Adomnán implied that Colum Cille was born c. 520 AD in Garton in 

Donegal, three generations after the arrival of Christianity in Ireland, the son of 

Fedlimid (according to Adomnán – patrem habens Fedilmithum filium Fergus -

4a, Second Preface),170 grandson of Conall Gulban, founder of the Cenél Conaill 

dynasty, who was to become extremely influential in the north-west of Ireland 
                                                 
165 McCarthy, Ibid., (2015), pp. 3-32. 
166 Jean-Michel Picard, ‘Bede, Adomnán, and the writing of history’, Peritia 1 
    (1984), p. 54. 
167 Sharpe, Ibid., pp. 11-12. 
168 McCarthy, Ibid., (2015), pp. 25-29. 
169 Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, Early Medieval Ireland 400-1200 (London and New York,  
     1995; revised 2017), p. 132. 
170 Anderson and Anderson, Ibid., p. 6. 



 44 

and remain so for over a thousand years.  Conall and his brother Eoghan, 

progenitor of Cenél nEógain, shared a common heritage as early ‘High-Kings’ of 

Ireland, along with their cousins, in the middle kingdoms of Midhe and Brega 

and reputed to have been sons of Niall Nói nGiallach  (Niall of the Nine 

Hostages), from whom all the politically powerful families descended, they were 

collectively known as the Uí Néill.   

Eithne, his mother, could, genealogically, have belonged to the Corbaige, 

on the Fanad peninsula, or to the Uí Bairrche people in the south east, or to a 

tribe that lived near Lough Erne, but has also variously been described as the 

daughter of Mac Nave and the daughter of Dimma, son of Nave, who was eighth 

in descent from Cathaeir Mór.  There are no truly authentic sources to support 

the many stories that surround her family.171  The Irish Life of Colum Cille, 

written in the twelfth century, places Eithne with the Corbaige of the Fanad 

peninsula. According to a list preserved in a late twelfth-century manuscript, 

(London, British Museum, Additional 3511), Colum Cille had a younger brother, 

Iogen, and three sisters, Cuimne, wife of Mac-Decuil, whose four sons were 

Mernoc, Cascene, Meldal and Bran; Sinech, mother of the men of mocu Céin, 

and Mincoleth, mother of the sons of Enán.  He had an uncle on his mother’s 

side, Ernán, who went with him to Iona, and an uncle on his father’s side that 

went with him when he left Ireland in 563 AD, together with his cousins, 

Blaithín and Cobthach. The names of some of his monastic foundations are 

unknown though he is said to have been ‘the guardian of a hundred churches’ 

(Amrae Coluimb Cille [Vll.3]).  There are only brief mentions of his visits to 

Britain in the Amrae Coluimb Cille such as: 

 His blessing turned them, the mouths of the fierce ones who lived on the 
 Tay, to the will of the King [Vlll.5-6]172 
 

Aother statement regers to him as ‘the teacher who would teach the peoples of 

the Tay’ [I.15].   He is reported to have departed Ireland on foot of the decision 

at the synod following the Battle of Cúl Dreimne, (561 AD). 

 The notion that he was originally named Crimthann has led to 
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 speculation by Sharpe that he could have been born into a pagan family, a fact 

that Adomnán chose not to mention.  There appears to be no record of the change 

of name from Columba or Colum to Colum Cille.  When Colum Cille was born 

the Uí Néill rulers continued the pagan practice of royal inauguration, Feis 

Temro, or ‘the feast of Tara’, but by the time he died the Uí Néill ‘were more or 

less Christian in their observances’.173 

There is no actual proof that Colum Cille was ordained a priest, and 

although venerated as a saint he was never actually canonised, but he appeared, 

undoubtedly, to be a very holy man with great influence, particularly because of 

the impact he, and his followers, had on religious society both in the sixth 

century and beyond.  Pre-sixth century Irish saints were not, in fact, canonised, 

but received the status of sainthood when they were thought to have received 

miraculous powers because of their sanctity, and were outstanding in their 

apostolic zeal for the Church.174  

The Catalogus Sanctorum Hiberniae secundum diversa tempora, or 

alternatively De tribus ordinibus sanctorum Hiberniae, edited by Père 

Grosjean,175 and comprehensively noted by Graff,176 is described by Kathleen 

Hughes as one of the principle sources for the history of the early Irish church,177 

is to be found in the Codex Salamanticencis, (Brussels, Bibliothèque Royale, MS 

7672-74), a manuscript containing approximately fifty Lives which have been 

edited by William Heist.  It divides the development of the hierarchy of the 
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Church in Ireland into three descending grades.178  The senior, or first order of 

saints, are described as sanctissimus, (primus sicut sol in fervore caritatis 

calescit), who shone like the sun, included all the bishops since the time of 

Patrick, who were unified by having a tonsure, and celebrated mass and Easter 

fourteen days after the moon following the vernal equinox (unum pasca quarta 

decima luna post equinoctium vernale).179  Saints in the first order, it was stated, 

were of Irish, Roman, and British nationality.  The second order, the sanctior, 

(secundus luna pallescit), likened to the moon, had a small number of bishops 

and many priests, a tonsure fashioned in the ‘celtic’ manner (ab aure usque ad 

aurem), and Easter calculated as in the first order, but with various masses and 

rules; whilst the third order, the sanctus (tertius sicut aurora splendescit), was as 

splendid as the star, and made up of a few bishops, who lived in remote places 

(qui in locis desertis habitabant), survived on vegetables and water, and had 

various rules, celebratory rites, and even various styles of tonsures (aliqui enim 

habetant coronam, aliqui cesariem).  Mass was celebrated uniformly in the first 

order but varied in the second and third orders, but no details are given.  Easter in 

this third order was celebrated either fourteen or sixteen days after the full moon, 

following the vernal equinox.  

This manuscript places Finnian of Clonard (Finniani Cluana Hyrard), 

Mobhi et episcopus Senach, among others, and intriguingly, Columba filius 

Crimthaind et Colum Kyille in the second category.180 Although purporting to be 

a record of the very early Church, the text (of which there are six copies, all with 

variations), was not written before the eighth century, and probably written in the 

ninth or tenth century, by a compiler who thought these were the categories that 

should have existed (although there is no proof either way to confirm this 

theory.)181 Grosjean conjectures that the names of the victims of the plagues of 

664 AD and 665 AD, listed in the Annals, invited the compiler to include 

them.182  

Maghnus Ó Domhnaill, who is supposedly descended from the same 

ancient lineage of Cenél Conaill to which Colum Cille belonged, assembled a 
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biography written mostly in the Irish language and finished in 1532, entitled 

Betha Colaim Chille, which was considered very significant by some scholars.183  

It is a detailed account of the life of Colum Cille written in a chronological order 

He is the source of the legend surrounding Colum Cille, namely that he was 

responsible for the copying of the psalter, and the subsequent battle of Cúl 

Dreimne.184   

Colum Cille was originally named Crimthann (meaning ‘fox’, a metaphor 

for ‘craft’), but angelic intervention inspired his companions to call him Colum 

Cille, ‘dove of the church’.185   The two names could have been firstly secular 

and secondly baptismal, as in the case of Fintan or Berach, Carthach or Mochuda 

and Monenna.  The name Colum Cille, (with the suffix appended), is not 

affirmed before the middle of the eighth century, in the Martyrology of 

Oengus,186 and, according to Lacey, is probably one given to add status to the 

cult of his sainthood.187  The Calendar of Willibrord (Paris, Bibilthèque 

Nationale de France, MS Lat. 10837),188 states sancti columcille 9 June.  Bede, 

writing in 731 AD, uses the Latin form of the name,189 as does Adomnán, who 

stated he 

 received the same name as the prophet Jonah.  For although sounding  
 different in three different languages, yet what is pronounced iona in 
 Hebrew, and what Greek call peristerā, and what in Latin is named 
 Columba, means one and the same thing.190   

 

The suffix ‘Cille’ could also have been added to distinguish him from other 

Columbae, as the name was so common – twenty saints were so called in the 

Irish calendar by 700 AD.  Colum Cille, as child of high status personages, who 

was fostered, according to custom, would have had some level of literacy before 

he entered the monastery. 
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Literacy came to Ireland earlier than the Christian missionaries.191 Incised 

inscriptions on the ogam stones pre-date a written Latin or Irish language but 

with the arrival of Christianity Latin literacy was necessary to disseminate 

important biblical and liturgical manuscripts as well as reading and interpreting 

the Scriptures so in these early medieval years learning and literacy were the 

preserves of the Church, and book production primarily carried out in a monastic 

environment, though no evidence exists to show how the knowledge was 

acquired.192   

There is no specific literature on life in the early Irish monastery until the 

correspondence of Columbanus, (d.615), a monk at Bangor, who founded 

monasteries in Luxeuil and Bobbio, showed an extremely trained scholar with a 

brilliant grasp of Latin, biblical exegisis and computus.193 

Writing ability would have been an important part of monastic life and 

learning the skill was likely taught on entry to the monastery or by a foster-

father.  McNamara and Sheehy state that novice writers learned to form letters by 

copying the psalter.194 They would need to learn Latin grammar and rhetoric in 

order to embrace the Christian writings and the Bible.195  Petrucci,196 in his work 

on handwriting and schools in medieval Italy, describes how masters taught 

letters by making models and expecting the students to imitate them, and quotes 

Bishoff who demonstrates that instruction in scriptoria was based on a series of 

calligraphic texts and exercises drawn by a master for the student to imitate.197 

Colum Cille’s early schooling was undertaken by Cruithnechán, his ecclesiastical 
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foster-father, until he was sufficiently learned to enter a monastic school, where 

he received a diaconate.  There his sanctity was first manifested, according to 

tradition, when he turned water into wine (VC II, l).  Adomnán tells us that whilst 

still a deacon, Colum Cille studied in Leinster (in parte Lagensium), (VC II.25), 

with an aged Christian bard, Gemmán, and sacred scripture with a bishop 

Uinniau (VC I.1), or Finnio (VC III.4), or Findbarr (VC I.1), who was possibly St 

Finnion of Mag-bile [Movilla] [AU: d. 549], or, alternatively, Finnian of Clonard 

[AU: d. 579]).198 Confusion over the names appears to have stemmed from 

Adomnán’s reference to Colum Cille studying under a bishop called Finbarr, and 

his use of variations of the name Finnio and Vinniavus.  Charles-Edwards thinks 

that Findbarr of Movilla is the most likely teacher, because a stanza in the 

Martyrology of Óengus199 (written in the ninth century), states that he came to 

Ireland ‘with [scriptural] law across the wind-swept sea,’200 whilst Lacey is of 

the opinion that the two names may represent only one person.201 

Whichever Finnian or Finian is the correct name for the man, it does 

appear that he was a renowned teacher.  Reference is made in the Codex 

Salamanticensis, Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, concerning the Vita S. Finniani 

Abbatis de Cluain Irad as follows: 

Fama enim bonorum operum eius ex diversis terre partibus viros 
illustres, partim a scripturam sacram addiscendam, partim ad 
ecclesiasticam institutionem percipiendam, quasi ad quoddam totius 
sapientie admirabile sacrarium attraxit. Quorum nomina sunt: duo 
Kyerani, Kyeranus filius artifices, qui MacInthayr dicitur, et Kyeranus 
Saygri, Columba Kylle et Columba filius Crimthaynd duo Brandani, 
silicet Brandanus filius Fyndloga et Brandanus Birra, qui propheta in 
scolis filis et etiam sanctorum Hybernientium habebatur, et Mobhi 
Clarinech et Lasrianus filius Nathfraich, et Sinellus filius Maenachi, et 
Cayneacus, et Ruodanus Lothra, et Naynnid Lamderc, et Mugenoch Kylli 
Cumli, et Senachus episcopus.  Et hii omnes sancti viri ac virtutibus pleni 
errant.202 
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These statements must again be treated with caution, as many of the 

students mentioned lived either long before Finnian’s time or even after his 

death, but they do bear testimony to the fame of the school and its teacher. 

As a student there Colum Cille is alleged to have learned the power of 

rhetoric, and developed a love of poetry and music, which would account for his 

defence of the filidh at Druim Cett in later years, when they were supposedly 

threatened with expulsion from Ireland because of their aggressive behaviour.  

The story that St Finnian wanted him to be consecrated bishop but, by mistake, 

only priest’s orders were conferred, is regarded as an invention of a later date.203 

Ryan believes that he was ordained into the priesthood by Finnian of Clonfad.204  

Adomnán makes frequent reference to Colum Cille’s interest in reading,  

writing and teaching: 

  ...nullum etiam unius horae intervallum transire poterat quo non aut 
orationi aut lectioni vel scriptioni vel etiam alicui operationi incumberet 

 
… he could not pass even the space of a single hour without applying 
himself to prayer, or to reading, or to writing, or to some kind of work 
 

 and when introducing a miracle or prophecy wrote  

while the holy man … was reading (VC I. 43), and …at a time when he 
was writing (VC II. 29). 
 

There are frequent references to his students and his love of books, and that he 

was writing a psalter the day he died (VC III. 23).  

 Scriptoria were evident in Alexandria in the fourth century when, for 

example, Eusebius wrote that Origen’s wealthy patron, Ambrose, supplied him 

with a large staff to increase the speed of his production.205  Undoubtedly other 

large centres also had scriptoria, particularly to produce the Christian books that 

were increasingly needed.  In Ireland they were usually associated with large 

monasteries that had a wealthy foundation and there is insufficient evidence on 

the site of the monatery at Iona to state with certainty that it had a scriptorium in 

the early days of Colum Cille; Adomnán mentions that the place was small and 
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mean and that Colum Cille had a hut in which he wrote and another for sleeping. 

(VC III. 21, 23), but he also states that there were scribes and blacksmiths on the 

site.  (VC I. 23; II. 29). Sharpe states that the copying of texts, particularly 

liturgical texts, was a very important occupation of the monks on Iona, which he 

estimates numbered about twenty.206   

The archaeological survey of the Nendrum monastery, associated with 

Mo-Choí, founded possibly the sixth or early seventh century on Mahee Island in 

Strangford Lough, gives an idea of how an early monastery was laid out.  It was 

discovered that it had a triple-walled enclosure in which the church and burial 

ground were in the centre; in the middle area there was evidence of a living and 

industrial activity, (including what has been interpreted as a metalworking area), 

whilst the outer area was used for agricultural work – borne out by the discovery 

of a corn kiln.  There was no building that could be described specifically as a 

scriptorium207 but a stone incised with a half-uncial script was found that could 

imply a monastic school.208 The evidence contained in the various Annals for the 

development of scriptoria before 730AD, however, is not reliable.  Only the 

obits such as that of Colmán Banban of Kildare (AU725) and Mac-Ochon of 

Kildare (AU730) suggest that the wealthy monasteries possessed well organised 

intellectual and spiritually stimulating environments in which could scriptoria 

flourished.209   

 After his ordination, Colum Cille apparently travelled with three 

companions, Cainnech of Glas Naoidgen, Ciaran and Comgall of Bangor, to the 

school of St. Mobhi Clárinech, where special attention was paid to the study of 

Irish.  His stay there was curtailed in 544 AD when an outbreak of plague, 

Yersinia pestis, caused him to move on.  This pandemic Plague of Justinian (as it 

was later called by Byzantinists),210 had its origins in Egypt around 540 AD and 
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by 542 AD had reached Constantinople, where it claimed thousands of lives. It 

continued to spread throughout Italy and Gaul.  It also caused the death of  

St. Mobhi in 554 AD, mortalitas magna quae blefed dicitur in qua MoBí 

Clairineach cui nomen est Berchan brecano poeta periit.211  

Another epidemic was to reappear again in Ireland in 550 AD where it 

was known as the Buide Conaill or ‘Jaundice of the colour of stubble’, and, 

again, several saints, including Findia of Clonard, Colum mac Crimthaind of 

Terryglass, Colam from Inis Cealtra, and Mac Táil from Kilcullen, died.212  

 Various later accounts in the Annals of Ulster (AU) indicate that Colum 

Cille established a monastery at Derry in 546 AD, but it should be noted that this 

date is probably untrustworthy, as it is linked to a legend surrounding Mobhi’s 

death.  Adomnán and Bede make no mention of a monastery at Derry, though 

Adomnán makes reference to the place three times.213  

Adomnán writes that in 562 AD, in the second year after the battle of Cúl 

Drebene,  

the forty-second year of his age, Columba sailed away from Ireland to 
Britain wishing to be a pilgrim of Christ’,  (pro Christo peregrinari 
volens).214  
 

Bede reports that in 565 AD ‘Venit de Hibernia… praedicaturus verbum Dei’ 

(there came from Ireland to Britain a priest and abbot named Columba, a true 

monk in life no less than habit)215 when Bridius, described by Bede as rex 

potentissimus, the son of Malcolm, a most powerful king, had been ruling over 

the Picts for eight years.  It is debatable whether Colum Cille left Ireland as an 

exile, or because, as a powerful member of the Uí Néill, he went to the assistance 

of his cousin, Conall mac Comgall, king of Dál Riada who was under threat from 

a Pictish invasion.  Herbert believes the ‘destination was probably chosen on the 

basis of a prior contact with the Dál Riada leadership,’216 but Bede supports the 

missionary thesis that 
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Columba turned them to the faith of Christ by his words and example and 
so received the island of Iona, off the Isle of Mull and the west coast of 
Scotland, from them in order to establish a monastery there.217  
 
Traditional accounts, mostly springing from Adomnán’s Vita Columbae, 

describe the establishment of the principal church on Iona following a two-year 

stay in Scotland.218  This island, off the coast of Scotland, had several names 

until it became known as Iona. The ancient Gaels called it Í, Bede named it Hii,  

meaning ‘island’, Adomnán called it ioua insula (VC l.42a),219 possibly meaning 

‘island with yews’ – a name which could have derived from the Celtic Yew God. 

Lawlor, in a note revising the text of George Stokes’ book, Ireland and the Celtic 

Church, states that, in the manuscripts, the word was written Ioua which, in later 

times was misread as Iona and so, as a natural consequence, was supposed to be 

not an adjective but a substantive, and the actual name of the island.220 

The mission to Scotland flourished and Colum Cille became a frequent 

traveller to Ireland, which casts doubt on the theory that he was sent into exile; 

he was probably fluent in Latin, Gaelic, possibly Greek.   Adomnán makes 

reference to his needing an interpreter for ‘preaching to the tribes of Tay’221 and 

two references to him mediating in a condictum regum or ‘conference of kings’ 

when he attended the ‘conference of kings at Druim Cett’, (near Limavaddy, Co. 

Derry), in 575 AD, with the Scottish King Áedán mac Gabráin, whom shortly 

before he had inaugurated as successor of Conall of Dál Riada.  The most 

important discussion revolved around the relationship between Dál Riada and the 

kings of the Uí Néill and an alliance that was established between Áedán mac 

Gabráin, ordained king of Dál Riada, by Colum Cille, (the earliest recorded 

instance of a Christian investiture), and Colum Cille’s first cousin, Áed mac 

Ainmerech.  It is not known what part Colum Cille took in these proceedings, but 

he was probably a dominant figure.   

The second part of the conference, according to tradition, involved the 

filidh, poets trained in poetical composition who were also sages and scholars.  

They had expanded in significant numbers and become increasingly arrogant and 
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powerful, particularly exploiting their ability to compose biting satire unless paid 

extravagant fees and hospitality, thus putting their profession at risk of exile.  

Colum Cille interceded on their behalf, and so a compromise was reached 

whereby they were permitted to stay in Ireland, but their numbers would be 

reduced, their powers curtailed, and new bardic schools were to be established. 

Consequently he succeeded in preventing the abolition of the bardic order.  

He also requested the release of a hostage, Scannlan Mór, held by Áed, at 

Druim Cett, and allegedly mistreated.   The Amra states that Colum Cille had 

asked Áed for his release, but had been refused.  Vita Columbae notes that 

Colum Cille could do nothing more than comfort him with the prophecy that he 

would outlive Áed, and would eventually return to rule his own people. 

Colum Cille subsequently founded a famous monastery in Ireland, 

possibly between 585 and 599 AD, called Dearmach, the Field of Oaks, now 

known as Durrow, on account of the great number of oak trees growing there.  

The dating of this foundation is intimated in the Vita Columbae I.3.222  From this 

monastery sprang many others, notably those at Derry, Swords and Kells, which 

were established by himself or his disciples in Britain and Ireland, ‘over all of 

which the island monastery in which his body lies held pre-eminence.’223 

According to Adomnán, missionary zeal was the inspiration behind the 

decision to leave Ireland, but a tradition, which cannot be verified, ascribes his 

exile to a quarrel with the so-called high-king of Ireland, Diarmait mac 

Cerrbeoil.  In this tradition, Colum Cille was reputed to have made, 

surreptitiously, a copy of a psalter, the property of St Finian of Moville.  When 

he refused to hand over the copy the ensuing dispute over ownership was settled 

by Diarmait, whose judgement was: ‘To every cow her calf and to every book its 

copy’.  This sentence has been frequently quoted as being the first recorded case 

of copyright.  Colum Cille was so enraged with the adverse judgement 

concerning the copy of the book that he induced his sept, particularly his uncle 

and first cousin, the Uí Néill, to engage in the battle which defeated Diarmait at 

Cúl Dreime in 561 AD.  One account states that a synod at Teltown, Co. Meath, 

influenced by Diarmait wanting his revenge, censured or excommunicated 
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Colum Cille and sentenced him to exile,224 whereas another states that he sought 

the counsel of St. Molaise, who advised him to win, for Christ, as many souls as 

had been lost at Cúl Dreimne, (reputed to be over three thousand).  The only 

verifiable facts in this narrative are that the Battle of Cúl Dreimne is noted in the 

Annals, and that Colum Cille did go to Dál Riada (Argyll).225  

When not engaged in missionary journeys to convert the Picts, Colum 

Cille resided on Iona, from where he governed the numerous communities in 

Ireland and Scotland, who regarded him as their father and founder. That 

accounts for the somewhat extraordinary position occupied by his successors, 

who governed the entire province of the Northern Picts as abbots, although they 

had only received priests orders, because it was felt that any successor in the 

office of the Abbot of Iona should not hold an office higher than that of the 

founder.    Consequently, bishops were subject to the jurisdiction of the abbot.  

As time and distance increased, this custom diminished, and at Lindisfarne the 

monks were reputed to have reverted to the ordinary law and were under the 

jurisdiction of the bishop.226 

The Amrae Coluimb Chille puts great emphasis on Colum Cille’s role as 

a teacher and disseminator of texts:  

He fixed the Psalms, he made known the books of Law,[VC 5-6], as a 
student of Greek grammar and of his particular study of the Psalms, the 
books of Solomon, Basil and Cassian [VC 4-5] and as a practitioner of 
astronomy and computus, calculating the sun and moon to establish the 
dates of Easter  [VC 10-15]. 
  

(The monks of Iona did have a computistical tract in the 630s, which they 

ascribed to Anatolius, bishop of Laodicea (d.282 AD), when they wrote to 

Cummian about a method of calculation for the date of Easter which they 

favoured, but it is thought that this tract should have been attributed to a sixth-

century writer).227 Bede mentions it as a work that the Irish and the Picts used 

‘thinking that in this observance they were following the writings of the holy and 

praiseworthy father Anatolius’.228   
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As stated earlier, Colum Cille’s date of death, in his seventy-seventh 

year, on Sunday fifth June, is usually given as 597 AD, but has been revised by 

McCarthy to Tuesday, 9 June, 593 AD from his analysis of the chronology of 

Annals of Tigernach, (AT) the Annals of Roscrea and the Chronicum Scotorum, 

(CS). 229 The Annals of Tigernach read as follows 

Quies Coluim cille in nocte dominica pentecostes, quintídh Iuin, anno 
periginacionis sue. xxxu. etatis uero .lxx.uii . 

 

These entries are considered, retrospectively, to be reasonably accurate, as other 

entries concerning famine, plague and mortality can be correlated with the 

dendrochronological research of the Irish climate studied by Professor Mike 

Baillie, Queens University, Belfast.230  

Colum Cille’s remains were interred on Iona, but, after the lapse of a 

century or so, were disinterred and placed in a shrine; as Danes and Vikings 

invaded the island they were removed to the church in Downpatrick.  No 

reference has been made to the placement since the twelfth century.   

 Through the poems of Dallán Forghall and the accounts of Cumméne, 

Adomnán and Maghnus Ó Domhnaill, it is possible to assemble some facts about 

the man who played such a significant role in the early Irish Church.  A picture 

has been painted of a scholar, priest and politician, who had been the spiritual 

leader of the church both in Ireland and part of Scotland. He, Columba, and his 

successors held a place of honour within the Irish Church that was challenged by 

none.231 
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Chapter 3 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CHRISTIAN CODEX 

The papyrus roll was known in Greek as a biblos or biblion, terms 

derived from the city of Byblos. The designation of Christian and Jewish 

scripture as the Bible is taken from the Greek, ta biblia ‘the books’ (whilst the 

Latin volumen literally meant ‘something rolled’).232   Papyrus was produced 

from a plant of the same name (Cyperus papyrus), which was widely found in 

the Near East and especially abundant in the Nile Valley, where it was cultivated 

under strict government regulation.   Pliny the Elder (Gaius Plinius Secundus   

23-79 AD), in his encyclopaedic Natural History, gives a lengthy explanation of 

the production process (13.74-82). The result was a smooth, light-coloured, 

flexible surface, which was ideal for writing, and, when used under normal 

circumstances, proved remarkably durable and did not deteriorate with age.  It is 

possible that an alternative to papyrus had to be found for use in Europe, as 

exposure to damp rendered it quite friable and liable to break up, but there seems 

no reliable evidence that can either confirm or deny this theory.  Pliny the Elder 

also quotes the Roman writer, Varro, as saying that parchment was invented at 

Pergamum, before the time of King Eumenes II, king of Pontus, but because 

Ptolemy wanted to prevent the library there from being superseded in reputation 

by the library at Alexandria, he restricted the production of papyrus.233  

The papyrus roll was inscribed on the side where the fibres ran 

horizontally, offering less resistance to the scribe’s pen.  The book was rolled so 

that the text was protected, and a small tag was glued to the outside of the roll so 

that, when the roll was stored on a shelf, this tag would hang down and face 

outward, identifying the title of the book.  Book accessories were available, such 

as wooden dowels that served as rollers, and protective covers that could be 

decoratively coloured for a discerning owner.  

The greatest change in book production was that from roll to codex.  The 

role the codex played in spreading Christianity during the five and six hundred 

years after the death of Christ was important to the early development of the 
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Insular style of decoration bcause the comparatively smooth surface of the 

vellum was such that pigments could be easily applied. To Irish monasticism, 

which was a sophisticated oral society, the book presented itself as a new symbol 

of ultimate divine authority that would enhance their way of expressing their 

faith.  The fear of idolatry, inherited from Judaism, prevented Christians from 

portraying the Godhead, so the practice of symbolic or abstract decorative 

substitution became prominent from a very early date, and the codex form lent 

itself very readily to this concept. 

Controversy has raged over the last seventy years or more concerning the 

origins of certain early Insular manuscripts.  It had been accepted that most of the 

great codices were written by Irish scribes in Irish scriptoria, until, in the 

nineteen thirties, a rival theory - that these manuscripts were the product of 

Northumbrian-English scriptoria and the inspiration was drawn from Germanic 

and Italian contacts with the English church – was put forward by some art 

historians and archaeologists.  However, some historians and recent 

archaeological finds have appeared to disprove some of these theories, 

demonstrating that it is necessary to view these works in the wider context of 

general art history, and not be blinkered by any nationalistic agenda.234   

 Letters being a well-established genre in antiquity, the earliest extant 

Christian writings that have survived are the epistles of St Paul. Other texts to 

survive include the Gospel of St Mark and the Gospel of St Matthew.  These 

were followed by the Gospel of St Luke whilst the Gospel of St John followed 

later.  Gamble believes that the Pastoral Epistles of Timothy and Titus can be 

assigned to the second century.235  These written works sufficed the Christian 

communities until around the fourth century when lectionaries, sacramentaries 

and psalters, as well as other ‘pseudo’ gospels appeared.  (Quoniam quidem multi 

conati sunt...’Forasmuch as many have taken in hand…’).236 The level of literacy 

of these early Christians has caused much debate among scholars, some of 

whom, such as Adolf Deissmann, in his major work, Light from the ancient East 

(first published in 1908), claimed that Christianity in the beginning was an oral 
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culture.237  According to Deissmann, there was no need for written texts, whilst 

other scholars, principally Gamble, have argued that the two were not mutually 

exclusive.238 

  The almost exclusive preference for the codex as the medium for early 

Christian writers, thus departing from convention, has been a major factor in the 

development of the Christian book.  The Latin word caudex literally means “a 

block of wood”, and referred to the wooden tablet used for writing. The two 

outer boards are hollowed on one side only, so that the two outer layers protect 

the waxed surface when the whole is bound with a thong through pierced holes.  

Sometimes a small raised area was left, in the centre, when the tablet was being 

carved to prevent the two wax surfaces coming into contact.  The wax surface 

could then be written on with a metal stylus.  These tablets seem to have been 

used for day-to-day trivia, and, being extremely portable, they were widely used.  

They were used side-by-side with the papyrus roll, the standard format used in 

the Hellenistico-Roman antiquity.239  One wall fresco from Pompeii, now in the 

Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples, depicts an open waxed tablet and stylus, 

as well as a closed diptych of wooden tablets, (tabellae or large tablets), whilst 

another depicts a Roman woman holding a set of wax tablets, (pugillares, or 

small tablets), and a stylus.240  Pliny the Younger, in a letter to Baebius Macer, 

describes how his uncle, Pliny the Elder, dictated notes to his scribe, Marcus 

Tulius Tito, who jotted them down in a shorthand form, (notae Tironianae), on 

wax tablets:  

Haec inter medios labores urbisque fremitum; in secessu solum balinei 
tempus studiis eximebatur cum dico balinei, de interioribus loquor; nam, 
dum destringitur tergiturque, audiebat aliquid aut dictabat.  In itinere 
quasi solutus ceteris curis huic uni vacabat: ad latus notarius cum libro 
et pugillaribus, cuius manus hieme manicis muniebantur [ ut ne caeli 
quidem asperitas ullum studiis tempus eriperet; qua ex causa Romae 
quoque sella vehabatur]. 
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At his side he kept a shorthand writer with a book and tablets, who wore 
mittens on his hands in winter, so that not even the sharpness of the 
weather should rob him of a moment, and for the same reason, when in 
Rome he used to be carried in a litter. 241  
 
Adomnán, abbot of Iona, (d. 704), records how an amanuensis took notes 

on such tablets in preparation for his work De locis sanctis.242 The example to be 

found in the National Museum of Ireland, known as the Springmount Bog 

Tablets, (Dublin, National Museum, S.A. 1914, 2),243 which has the remnants of 

the psalms 30-32 inscribed on its leaves, comprises six small boards of yew 

measuring 21 centimetres x 7.7 centimetres, with the four inner leaves hollowed 

out on both faces, into which molten beeswax was poured. 

Given the widespread use of the papyrus roll, it is somewhat surprising to 

observe that the earliest Christian books were papyrus note-books, or 

membranae.  The earliest, a fragment on papyrus of the Gospel of St John 

(Manchester, John Rylands Library 18:31-33, 37-38, Rylands Papyrus P52), has 

been palaeographically dated to the first half of the second century, (date 95 – 

130 AD). The Chester Beatty Library, Dublin, has Biblical papyri dating from 

the second to the fourth century AD, including some of the earliest known copies 

of the four gospels and Acts of the Apostles, the letters of St Paul, the Book of 

Revelation and various very early Old Testament fragments.  By comparison, 

more than ninety-eight per cent of Greek books that can be dated before the third 

century after Christ are in rolls, the codex not reaching any significant numbers 

until well into the fourth century, when about forty-eight per cent are noted.244   

Some evidence from Egypt shows that the codex was used there slightly earlier, 

because the extant remains of eighteen non-Christian books, which have been 

dated to the second century, although these are only two per cent of the total 

found in roll form.  This fact could, of course, be attributed to Egypt being the 

main source of papyrus. 

The argument that the Christians used codices so that they could be 

distinguishable from non-Christian texts has attracted much heated debate.  
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Roberts and Skeat,245 who assigned second century dates to the Christian 

manuscripts, have been heavily challenged by Joseph Van Haelst, who 

particularly queries their dating,246 but whilst it may be said that the 

determination of the actual numbers is imprecise, there is no doubt that the 

overall proportion of Christian codices was extremely high, whilst the proportion 

of Christian papyri was very low. 

Scholars have put forward several theories as to why the codex became 

the favoured format for Christian literature.  The first is that of cost; but as it has 

been estimated that the codex costs about twenty-five percent less than a roll of 

papyrus, this does not seem a significant saving.247  The assumption that 

Christianity was solely a proletarian movement has been fairly discounted,248 and 

although no early de-luxe editions have been discovered, there is also no 

evidence of a desire to save space, such as cramped writing and narrow margins.   

It is possible that the convenience of use was a major factor.  The codex format 

was less bulky, and could encompass a single text, whereas several rolls of 

papyrus might have to be used; it was also easy for the early Christian 

missionaries to carry.  Roberts and Skeat have calculated that the total length of 

the one-hundred-and-four leaves in the Chester Beatty codex of the Pauline 

Epistles, (Dublin, Chester Beatty, P. Beatty 11 200-250), would be forty-four per 

cent greater if written on a roll.249 Perhaps other, later, external factors such as 

the collapse of the Mediterranean civilization, wars and the spread of Islam, also 

contributed to the transfer, as the need was perceived for a more durable surface 

for the scribes to write on and decorate.  However, these arguments are 

comparatively simplistic, and there could just have been a desire to be different.  

By adopting a form that differentiated it from Judaism, which used the roll 

format, the codex form of disseminating scripture was born.250  Van Haelst, 

however, in a paper presented to a congress at l’Institut de Papyrologie de la 

Sorbonne et l’Institut de Recherches et l’Histoire des Texts in 1985 entitled ‘La 
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naissance du codex’, rejects the notion that Christians invented the codex, and 

prefers to attribute it to pagan origin.251 

Some early codices were made of both papyrus and parchment.  The 

terms ‘parchment’ and ‘vellum’ are synonomous.  Parchment derives its name 

from the latin word pergamenum, from the name of the City of Pergamum whose 

king, Eumenes II, is said by Pliny to have invented it in the second century BC, 

during a trade blockade on papyrus. Vellum is derived from the Latin word for 

calf, vitellus, and, strictly speaking, should only be used if the writing material is 

prepared from calf skins.  In the Bodleian Library, Oxford, the material is 

consistently referred to as parchment whilst the same material in the British 

Library, London, is known as vellum.  William Horman, writing in the early 

sixteenth century stated:  

 That stouffe that we wrytte upon: and is made of beestis skynnes:  
 is somtyme called parchment somtyme vellum.252  
 

Codices made of papyrus were usually rectangular in shape, the height 

being twice the width, whilst the early parchment codices were usually square in 

shape.253  Two fragments of papyrus codices have been found and 

palaeographically dated to the second century AD.  One is a fragment of 

Demosthenes’ De falsa legatione, (London, British Museum add. 34473), a prose 

text written in two fairly narrow columns, the other contains a fragment of the 

Cretans of Euripedes, (Berlin, Ägyptisches Museum, pap. no 217), written in a 

single column, and was part of a small, almost square, book.254  The codex had 

the advantage over the roll in that it was possible to have it opened at any desired 

page.  

Nowadays, either term is used to describe material made from any type of 

animal skin, though some will maintain that parchment can only be made from 

split sheep-skin.255  It had the advantage over papyrus in that production was not 
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limited to Egypt, but could be manufactured anywhere there were sufficient 

animal skins available.  The dimensions of the vellum codex are, to a certain 

extent, determined by the shape of the original animal, so it was mainly for this 

reason that the sheets were oblong, the average size ranging from twenty to 

twenty-five centimetres in height and ten to fifteen centimetres in width. 

Kathleen Ryan estimated that it took a herd of four-hundred-and-eighty-three 

calves to get seventy skins, which made two hundred and eighty folios.256  It 

was, intially, a bit problematic in that the edges of leaves were inclines to cockle 

and was much heavier and more difficult to handle.  Interestingly, Augustine, 

writing at the end of the fourth century apologized for using vellum for a letter in 

place of either papyrus or his private tablets.257 

The method of preparing the vellum from skin to finished product was more 

controlled than the preparation of papyrus, despite it being a complicated and 

skillful process. 

Early quires of codices were constructed of one single set of sheets, 

stacked and folded at the centre, and stitched along the fold to form what is 

termed as a gathering.  Multiple quires, where the sheets were stacked and folded 

were less common.258  Early Christian codices were not usually very large, but 

there were some exceptions, such as the Chester Beatty codex of Pauline epistles  

(Dublin, Chester Beatty, P. Beatty 11 200-250) which, it has been estimated, 

contained two-hundred-and-eight pages, and the Chester Beatty codices (IX-X) 

of Ezekiel, Daniel, Susanna and Esther, which had two-hundred-and-thirty-six 

pages.  The majority of single quire vellum codices usually only contained the 

text of a single document. 

Several pairs of leaves are assembled inside one another and folded 

vertically down the middle.  Each package of folded bifolia, usually of eight 

leaves, was known as a gathering or quire, with hair-side facing hair-side and 

flesh side facing flesh-side (for continental manuscripts), or flesh-side facing 

hair-side for Insular manuscripts.  Prior to writing, the scribe pricked out marks 

down the margins and ruled lines with a sharp instrument, as a guide for the 
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script.259   This material was so valuable that it was used even when the prepared 

skin had holes in it, possibly caused by poor nutrition for the animal during the 

winter months when the foetus of the animal was developing, or alternatively, 

due to parasitic infestation; it was not unknown for the scribe/artist either to write 

around the hole, sometimes incorporating it into the design of the lettering, or to 

decorate the hole.260 

By the early third century scriptoria were in evidence.   One of the 

earliest is considered to be that of the Christian scholar, Origen, in Alexandria.  

Eusebius writes that Origen’s wealthy patron, Ambrose, supplied him with a 

large staff to increase the speed and volume of his production, as well as 

ensuring effective distribution of the works.  Origen, as quoted by Gamble, 

dictated to seven shorthand writers, whose work was then given to seven copyists 

for transcription into exemplars, which were, in turn, handed to female scribes to 

produce fair copies.261  By the fourth century, toleration and imperial favour 

caused Christian books to be produced to a very high standard.  Gamble also 

quotes the Emperor Constantine, when writing in 332 AD, to Eusebius, Bishop 

of Caesarea, that he had commissioned fifty copies of the divine scriptures and 

that they were  

to be written on well-prepared parchment by copyists most skillful in the 
art of accurate and beautiful writing, which copies must be very legible 
and easily portable in order that they may be used.  Moreover, letters 
have been dispatched to the chief financial officer of the diocese giving 
instructions that he should take care to provide everything necessary in 
order that the said copies might be completed.262   

   
Jerome worked on the Old Latin Gospels, to undo the errors of previous 

translators, and using them to make a better form of Greek text he produced the 

Vulgate Gospels.  In the process he re-ordered them from the pre-Hieronymian 

text Matthew-John-Mark-Luke to Matthew-Mark-Luke-John.263  In addition, he 

published the psalterium romanum, which was swiftly supplanted by psalterium 

                                                 
259 T. J. Brown,  ‘The Distribution and significance of membrane prepared in the 
     insular manner’,  La Paléographie Hébraïque Médiévale  (Paris, 1972),  
      pp. 127-135. 
260 Ryan, Ibid., p. 256. 
261 Gamble, Ibid.,  p. 120. 
262 Gamble, Ibid.,  p. 79. 
263 Philip Burton, The old Latin Gospels. A study of their texts and language 
     (Oxford, 2000), p. 6. 



 65 

gallicanum, and finally the psalterium hebraicum, this latter a translation which 

was rarely used in Ireland.264  Scripture was important to the devotional life of 

the monks.  Novices were required to learn the psalms, epistles and gospel texts 

whilst illiterates were first taught to read from Latin books.  Medieval monastic 

thought was that writing on parchment, in itself, was an act of worship.  Peter the 

Venerable (1092-1156), wrote: 

The  pages are ploughed by the divine letters and the seed of God’s word 
is planted in the parchment, which ripens into crops of completed 
books.265 
 
Writing a codex required some considerable calculations on the part of 

the scribe, specifically estimating the amount of writing material needed, the 

layout on the page (particularly if decoration was to be used) and the purpose to 

which the codex would be put, such as, for example, gospel-book or psalter.  

Once scriptoria were established there would be magistri who would prepare 

these instructions and pass them on to the scribes and artists.   The format of the 

codex, and the scribal and artistic efforts, remained unaltered for at least a 

millennium – the invention of printing and paper tolling their extinction.  Scribes 

wrote on the papyrus codex in one column but often used two columns on the 

parchment codex, and errors of transcription were common because scribes did 

not always understand, or were not able to read, the text they were transcribing.  

Turner noticed that, in early Christian manuscripts, there were fewer letters to the 

line, and fewer lines to the page, possibly to aid the reader speaking aloud,266 

there being no punctuation, word separation or headings to indicate to the reader 

the manner in which the reading should be delivered, and so make it easier for 

the listener to understand. 

A widespread practice in early Christian codices was the use of the 

nomina sacra, where some words, usually names (but not exclusively so), of 

religious significance were contracted.  Sometimes the contraction took the form 

of the first and last letter of the word, the first two and last letters on the first and 
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last two letters.  Sometimes, also, the first and last syllables were contracted.  To 

indicate that this was a contraction, a horizontal line was drawn over the letters.  

(e.g. DS – Deus;  DNE – Domine).  There is no record of the origin or meaning 

of this practice, which is seen in Christian and Jewish codices. 

  Both the papyrus and the parchment could be re-used, possibly for 

economic reasons, by washing and scraping, depending on the fragility of the 

material.  The result was a palimpsest, a word derived from the Greek word 

παλίυψηστος which translates as ‘scraped or rubbed’.267  A recipe in the Papyrus 

Holmiensis for whitening pearls (No. 12), states that this procedure can also be 

used to clean papyrus sheets so that they can be re-used.268 

The terms recto and verso, which are used when describing codices 

written in the western tradition, (i.e. where the writer writes from left to right), 

seem to be of comparatively modern usage, the first known reference being 

found in a French dictionary of 1663. According to Turner, (who found a 

definition in Diderot’s Encyclopaedia, 1765, Vol. XVIII s.v.), the term folio 

verso translates as ‘the leaf having been turned over’, whilst the recto, the side 

written first, is translated as ‘the page of the open book which presents itself to 

the right of the reader’.  He found the first reference to the terms in the English 

language cited in the Oxford English Dictionary dated 1839.269 Van Haelst uses 

the terms in his Catalogue des papyrus litéraires juifs et chrétiens,  

recto signifie de côte du fragment sur lequel le copiste a commence à 
écrire son texte.  Verso celui sur lequel il a continue, ou sur lequel un 
autre copiste, a écrit.270  

 
Turner then goes on to state that this terminology does not apply to all papyri 

rolls, as some papyrological scholars define recto where the writing ran on the 

side where the fibres ran in a horizontal direction and verso where the fibres ran 

vertically though these definitions could not apply with a single sheet of papyrus 
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because it was not usually written on both sides.271  Manuscripts of codices of 

Arabic or Hebrew origin, it should be noted, have the usage reversed. 

The earliest illustrated latin manuscripts that have survived are dated to  

c. fourth century AD.  They are not numerous, possibly because of wars and the 

subsequent decline of the Roman Empire, when those educated persons who 

were in a position to commission and collect manuscripts were in decline.  

Notable are three copies of Vergil, one known as the Vergilius Vaticanus, 

(Biblioteca del Vaticana Cod. Vat. Lat. 3225),272 which contains fragments of the 

Aeneid and Georgics.  Dating to the fourth century it has fifty illustrations done 

by three artists.  The second is the Romanus Vergilius, (Biblioteca del Vaticana, 

Cod. Vat. Lat. 3867),273 dated to the fifth century, that has fragments of the 

Aeneid, Georgics and some of the Ecologues with nineteen illustrations painted 

by two artists.   The third Vergilian manuscript is the c. fourth century Augusteus 

Vergilius, of which  seven folios survive, four in the Biblioteca del Vaticana, 

(MS 3256), and three in Berlin (Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin Preussicher 

Kulturbesitz Lat. fol. 416).274 These fragments are not illustrated but are 

important because they have a decorated initial at the top of each page. 

It is difficult to know when decoration was introduced into the codices. 

For the first five centuries, apart from the canon tables devised by Eusebius 

(d. 339), which were given a setting composed of decorative arches, the only 

decoration was a simple ornament around the colophon.  The earliest reference to 

decoration appears to be by Cassiodorus (d. 597), in his work Expositio 

Psalmorum, (Durham, Cathedral Library, MS B.II.30),275 where he calls 

attention to the illustrations of the Temple in Jerusalem and the Tabernacle that 

he had put into his own pandect.276  Whilst palaeographers have been able to 

identify different scribes, very little study has been done to identify the artists of 

the Early Middle Ages.   
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Evidence of the origins of the decoration of early Irish codices are to be 

found, in my opinion, not in Europe, but in the treasures excavated by 

archaeologists, and one can only presume that the Irish Christian converts 

employed the artists who had previously worked for the pagan chieftains.  

Megalithic artists carved spirals, circles and chevrons such as those seen on the 

threshold stone of Newgrange and other sites, but archaeologists can find no 

development of this type of art until the Early Iron Age, when the Continental 

Celts (known as the Ultimate La Tène civilization), introduced an artistry into 

Ireland in the centuries preceding the birth of Christ.  These craftsmen left a 

legacy of stones covered with ornaments of human and animal figuration.  The 

Turoe Stone, thought to be Iron-Age, decorated with curvilinear motifs in low 

relief, and arranged with discs and foliage strung together in a continuous 

asymmetric pattern enclosed in a rectilinear border, is a typical example.277 The 

chieftains, who were already displaying their wealth in forms of torcs, brooches 

and swords were models for monasteries as they became wealthy, used gold and 

silver artifacts  to make sacred vessels.  

The vocabulary used in the earliest initials is zoomorphic - the origin of 

the symbolism of the bird and the fish remains obscure but it is known to be 

associated with pre-Christian tribes, and adopted by Graeco-Roman artists; fish 

and bird motifs were connected to the Passion of Christ and the Eucharist by 

early Christians.278  Terminology for the description of this decoration is fraught 

with hazard.  Strictly speaking, the term ‘illustrated’ means that the decoration 

included gold and silver (which reflected the light), whilst the word ‘miniature’ 

is derived from ‘minium’, a frequently used red lead pigment and not, as 

sometimes described, from ‘diminuere’ meaning ‘to reduce’.   Miniature art is an 

autonomous art form with its own separate tradition and not a minor branch of 

the history of painting, according to Otto Pächt, a foremost member of the 

Viennese school of art history, who stresses the importance of the initials, the 

framing devices, and the page layout as equally vital and creative parts of the 
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illuminators’ work with the figural miniatures.279  It is not, however, a stunted 

form of monumental art such as that found in Greece and Rome.    

The relationship between the text and the illumination varied according to 

the limitations put on the artist by the materials available and the instructions 

received.  The term Insular Art refers to the style of art that was evident in 

Ireland from about the sixth century to the tenth century, and in Britain from the 

seventh century to the beginning of the reign of Alfred in 871 AD.  It does not 

refer to geographical boundaries, and was adopted in the twentieth century to 

avoid racial and political disputes amongst Irish, Welsh, Scots and Anglo-

Saxons.280 

The scribe-artist wrote with a quill, usually fashioned from a goose or 

swan feather, using ink that was quite glutinous in consistency.  The ink had as 

its principal ingredient the oak apple, which is rich in tannic and gallic acids.  

Crushed and left to soak in rainwater for a few days, it was then mixed with 

ferrous sulphate.  Ground-up gum arabic was then added to give this a slightly 

sticky viscosity that would cling to the quill.  The resultant black ink darkened 

when exposed to the air on the pages of a manuscript.   

There were two sources of coloured inks available, inorganic minerals or 

organic plants.  Inorganic pigments, all highly toxic, included blues and greens 

made from verdigris, copper acetate, and azurite, copper carbonate.  Yellow was 

created from orpiment, lead chromate or lead tin oxide, arsenic sulphide and 

white from lead carbonate.  Red was derived from minium, red sulphide of lead 

or cinnabar, mercuric sulphide, and was used for the rubrics - the headings and 

titles in ecclesiastical books and the red-letter days in calendars.   Organic or 

vegetable pigments were extracted from plants such as crocus sativus, saffron, 

rubia tinctorum, madder root, and indigo, the blue colorant in woad which is 

extracted from the plant isatis tinctoria.  The raw pigments were then mixed with 

fish or animal gum or egg, the yellow of which forms egg tempera, and the 

white, (or glair), makes the pigment transparent.281  It is to be hoped that the 
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artist/scribe never put the quill or brush in his mouth as many of these pigments 

were extremely toxic. Clanchy concluded that  

it was the religious purpose of enshrining the eternal words of God in the 
fallible works of men which made medieval writing materials so robust 
and the products of the scribes, the illuminated manuscripts, so 
impressive as works of art’.282 
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Chapter 4 

The Psalter in the Early Irish Church 

 The Old Testament Book of Psalms was the prayer book, hymnal, 

anthology and liturgical book used by worshippers in the temple, to give praise 

and adoration to God.  This psalter was divided into five parts (possibly to follow 

the Jewish tradition of the Five Books of Moses), each section ending with a 

doxology or formula ascribing glory to God, such as ‘Praise be to the Lord, the 

God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting.  Amen and Amen’. Psalm 150 is, 

in itself, a doxology bringing an end to the whole.  The original five books were: 

 1. Psalms 1-41 

 2. Psalms 42-72 

 3. Psalms 73-89 

 4. Psalms 90-106 

 5. Psalms 107-150.   

They were written and collected over a period of time, possibly from the 

time of Moses until after the Babylonian captivity in 581 BC – a span of about 

one thousand years.  Jewish tradition attributes the collection to Ezra, a highly 

respected Jewish priest who was given the honorific title of ‘scribe’.283  Puported 

authorship of over one hundred psalms is given in the titles.284  Traditionally 

thought to have been composed originally by David, who was described as a 

great prophet, ‘filled with the breath of heaven,’285 a king and, later, a direct 

ancestor of Christ, the words carried an authority that was beyond dispute, 

according to the Expositio Psalmorum of Cassiodorus, (Durham, Cathedral 

Library, MS B.II.30),286 who stated that it was clear that that every psalm was 

spoken prophetically through the Holy Spirit. 287  The name of David is listed in 

the titles of seventy-three psalms, although it is not known if he was the actual 

author or whether, in some cases, the psalm was dedicated to him.  Some 

examples of the content of the psalms are Psalm 78 telling the story of Moses 
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and the flight from Egypt, and which berated the behaviour of God’s chosen 

people,  Psalm 50 asks for divine forgiveness or absolution and Psalm 137 tells 

of the captivity of the Israelites and their exile by the waters of Babylon. 

The early Christians, converts from Judaism, adopted the psalms which 

became their prayer book, and became one of the principal teaching text, as they 

explained and illustrated by example the praise and penitence that underpined 

medieval piety and faith.288 Evidence exists from Tertullian (c. 160-225 AD), a 

prolific early Christian author, that the psalms were used for the early baptism 

liturgy, in an allegorical sense, but the authors of early Irish commentaries 

seemed to be concerned with a more historical interpretation, or a more literal 

approach to their use, an approach that differed in many ways from the European 

churches.289  

Documentary evidence  that Christians regularly sang the psalms  early in 

the third century can be found in the work of Hippoytus of Rome (c.170-

235AD).290  All were probably intended to be sung or accompanied by music and 

were delivered in cantillation, (half speech and half song).  They do not seem to 

have any subject order or theme development and some are very similar in their 

wording.  Many are full of joy and praise for God’s goodness, whilst others are 

filled with sorrow or lament and a spirit of contrition.  Some were for use at a 

wedding or on special occasions, some for purification and sin-healing, others for 

pilgrimages.  Some of the psalm categories in a full psalter of one-hundred-and-

fifty psalms, according to literary genre are: Community Laments (fifteen), 

Hymns of Praise (seventeen), Individual Laments (forty-eight), Liturgical (eight), 

Royal Psalms of Kings (twelve), Royal Psalms of Yahweh as King (ten), 

Thanksgiving Hymns (sixteen), Trusts Songs (ten),Wisdom (eleven),  and Zion 

Hymns (six).  Some psalms fall into two categories, (for example psalms 8, 9,and 

13), whilst others cannot be placed in any particular category (such as psalms 
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105 and 140).291  Anderson, in his analysis of the eleventh century, Byzantine, 

Theodore Psalter, (London, British Library Add. MS 19352), 292  states that it 

can be demonstrated how the psalter evolved from a study text into a structured 

book of moral lessons on how the reader should conduct one’s life and enlighten 

his relationship with God.293 

Christ, according to St Augustine, was the ‘singer of psalms,294 and, as 

mentioned in the Gospels of Matthew (27:46) and Mark (15:34), he quotes Psalm 

22, a prayer of trust offered by someone forsaken by the Father, and Psalm 31:5, 

a prayer of self-surrender into the Father’s hands (Lk 23:46).295  

The name ‘Psalm’ established in Christianity mentioned in the New 

Testament, such as in Luke 20:42 and 24:44, comes from the Greek version of 

the Old Testament known as the Septuagint or LXX, probably produced in the 

third century BC in Ptolemaic Alexandria, the first to be translated from the Old 

Testament, Hebrew, Masoretic text.  In the fourth-century Codex Vaticanus 

(Biblioteca del Vaticana, MS vat gr 1209),296 the title Psalmoi and the sub-title 

biblos Psalmon are seen in Luke 20:42 and Acts 1:20, and in the fifth-century 

and in the Codex Alexandrinus, (Verona, Biblioteca Capitolare LIX 57),297 

dating to the fifth century, the word psalterion, a harp, a Greek term designating 

a type of stringed instrument (cf. Daniel 3:5), is mentioned.  Possibly the name 

‘Psalms’, referring to the one hundred and fifty collected prayer-poems of the 

Old Testament, is similar to the Hebrew term mismor, or ‘hymn’, which occurs 

in fifty-seven of those psalms found in the Septuagint, as the psalter did not have 

a name of its own in the Hebrew bible.298  Adapted from the Old Testament for 

the early Jewish Christians who had been brought up with the temple scriptures, 

many of the psalms would have been familiar but with the conflicts between the 
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different sects, for example, the Maronites, Gnostics, Judaic Christians and even 

heretics, there flourished a multitude of interpretations.   

By the fourth century the need for an authoritative text became very 

necessary, so Saint Jerome was commissioned by Pope Damasus in 382 AD to 

produce a standard version.  The first, made in Rome, was a reworking of the 

Old Latin text;  this was followed by the Gallicanum (Vulgate) psalter, which 

was St Jerome’s second revision of the Old Latin, as read against Origen’s 

Hexapla, in which he uses the critical signs of obelus (÷) and asterisk (*), the 

symbols invented by Aristarchus to mark doubtful or spurious passages in 

Homer.  This version got its name because of its adoption in Gaul, probably by 

Gregory of Tours, and was finished in Bethlehem about 392 AD.  Because of the 

influence of Alcuin, who advised Charlemagne, it became the standard text of 

the Vulgate.  Later, Jerome made a third version, which he translated directly 

from the Hebrew, the Psalterium iuxta Hebraeos, sometimes known as the 

Masoretic Text.   

The psalms of the Septuagint version are numbered differently from those 

in the Hebrew version.  The differences arose because, on occasion, two psalms 

in the Hebrew version were combined into one in the Greek version (Hebrew 9 

and 10 became Greek nine) or, alternatively, one psalm in Hebrew became two 

in the Greek version (Hebrew Psalm 147 became Greek Psalms 146 and 147).299    

 

 Hebrew numbering     Septuagint/Vulgate 
       most English translations           translations 

              1-8        1-8 
              9-10                                                         9* 

11-112         10-112 
114-115  113 
116         114-115 

   117-146      116-145 
  147+       146-147 

148-150 148-150 
 
*Modern Ps. 10 begins at verse 20 of the Vulgate Ps. 9. 
+Vulgate Ps. 147 starts at verse 12 of the modern Ps. 147. 

  

                                                 
299 Ladouceur, Ibid., p. 24. 



 75 

Most of the psalms have a titulus or spiritual psalm-heading, generally 

referring to Christ or the Church, which does not form part of the sacred text.  In 

the Jewish tradition the titles (known as rubrics because they are usually written 

in a red pigment), give information on who the author is, the circumstances in 

which the psalms were written, to whom they were addressed and the musical 

direction and to direct the use of the psalms in the liturgy.  They are divided into 

Hallelujah psalms (Psalms 106, 111, 112, 113, 117, 135, 146, 147, 148, 149, and 

150), the Penitential psalms (Psalms 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, and 143), Didactic 

psalms (Psalms 1, 5, 7, 15, 50, 73, 94, and 101), Imprecatory psalms (Psalms 35, 

58, 59, 69, 83, 109, and 137), and Messianic psalms (Psalms 2, 8, 16, 22, 23, 24, 

31, 40, 41, 45, 68, 69, 102, 110 and 118).  In the Septuagint these titles can also 

be divided into various types: a song that has an instrumental accompaniment, a 

Wisdom psalm, an allusive psalm, a Lament or Penetential psalm and a Prayer 

psalm.  Some titles indicate musical performance (Psalms 9, 17 and 92), and 

some indicate tunes or popular airs (Psalms 8, 81, and 84), whilst others refer to 

public worship, the liturgical use of the psalm, or to historical events (usually 

incidents in the life of David).  More than two-thirds of the psalms indicate a 

person to whom the composition is attributed, or a particular collection to which 

the psalm belongs (such as Psalm 72 and Psalm124 ‘of Solomon,’ Psalm 88 ‘of 

Heman’ and Psalm 90 ‘of Moses’).300  Other presumed authors include Asaph 

and the Asaphites (twelve), the Sons of Korah (twelve) and Ethan (one).  Nine of 

the Hebrew psalms had acrostic passages, which commence with each letter of 

the Hebrew alphabet in turn (from one through to twenty two).  Psalm 119, for 

example, is written with eight verses for each of the Hebrew consonants in order, 

so verses one to eight each have a first word beginning with aleph, and verses 

nine to sixteen each have a first word beginning with ‘beth’, and so on.  The 

number twenty-two is significant to the Jewish religion, in that, not just being the 

number of letters in the Hebrew alphabet, it also was the number of generations 

from Adam to Jacob, the number of books of Creation in the Old Testament, and 

the number of books in the Jewish canon of the Bible.301  Special attention was 
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given to Psalm 118 (Beati immaculati in via) in a variety of devotional 

practices.302 

Jerome specifically named the psalter as the first book to be used to study 

the Scripture, followed by Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Job; then the Gospels, Acts 

and Epistles, and then back to the Old Testament for Prophets.  The psalter is 

made up of 150 psalms, divided into three parts, and was known, from early 

times in Ireland, as the Three Fifties, a designation used by Hilary of Poitiers, 

though it is not known if this tripartite division was of continental origin and 

introduced to Ireland through manuscripts, or whether it evolved in Ireland and 

taken to Europe. There was a further division – each psalm started on a new 

line.303  The Benedictine Rule later combined an eight-part division  with the 

three-part Insular division.304  Cassiodorus, a senator who abandoned the secular 

life and retired to Vivarium in Southern Italy, categorised the psalms in several 

ways, breaking the entire commentary, initially, into two parts.  He made the first 

seventy psalms a figure of the Old Testament, and the last eighty of the New 

Testament. However, he abandoned these two divisions and reverted to the 

traditional practice of three volumes. Cassidorus aimed, with his work Expositio 

Psalmorum, (Durham, Cathedral Library, MS B.II.30)305 to explain the psalter to 

monks living in the psalm-centred life of the medieval monastery.  His quotation 

in the letter which Athanasius, Archbishop of Alexandria, wrote to Marcellinus 

on the interpretation of the psalms sumed up his desire to to ensure that the 

psalms became a part of the monk’s way of life  

Whoever recites the words of a Psalm chants them as if they were his 
own, and each reciter sings them through as if they had been written by 
him and not someone else and not as if they referred to someone else; but 
speaking as if about himself, so the reciter utters these words and utters 
these sentiments to God as written in the Psalm but as coming directly 
from himself.306  
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Christianity probably came to Ireland in the fourth century. The first 

reference to it is in the Chronicle of Prosper of Aquitaine (c. 390-463 AD), who 

states that Pope Celestine sent Palladius to the “Irish believing in Christ as their 

first bishop,” in 431 AD, a statement which implies that there were a substantial 

number of Christians in Ireland. 

The psalter held a central position in Irish monastic life, as it was used for 

both private devotion and meditation of the liturgy, particularly for the reading of 

the Divine Office, which marked the monastic hours, and were usually expected 

to be read in full at least once each week.   Despite being used in public, the 

psalter had a very personal role, including strong emotions of joy and anguish by 

revealing the mystery of Christ.   It was also a teaching text with many roles.   

According to McNamara a child was taught to read before entering a monatstery, 

usually around the age of seven.  Oblates, entering monastic life, possibly 

learned to write on waxed tablets, were taught the rudiments of Latin grammar 

and syntax, geometry and natural philosophy, and were given a basic 

understanding of Christian doctrine and exegesis, the psalter and the canticles 

being central to the curriculum .307 They became familiar with the basic rules and 

methods of devotion to God.  There is no evidence that scriptoria existed at 

before the middle of the eight century in Ireland when monasteries became more 

affluent.  In the years before this a monastic settlement had a central building 

surrounded by cells.308 The Springmount Bog Tablets (Dublin, National Museum 

of Ireland S.A. 1914:2) dated c. 600 AD, found in a bog in County Antrim in 

1913, can be described as a wooden book with leaves indented and waxed on 

which were written, in a mature majuscule script, the Gallican (or, as it became 

known later, the Vulgate), with a few Old Latin interventions, text of psalms 30, 

31 and 32.  The Old Latin text was probably the format in use in Ireland until the 

Vulgate was introduced. These tablets would be similar to those known as 

ceracula or pugillares, and could probably have been used for early instruction 

of students in monastic schools to learn the alphabet or the psalms.309 The scribes 
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who used the Springmount Bog tablets made several slips of memory on these 

tablets, so it has been inferred that these particular tablets were used to teach 

reading and writing rather than transcription.310 Charles-Edwards has identified 

two separate skilled hands on the tablets implying that this was not the work of 

inexperienced scribes.311 When promoted to being a scribe they would have to 

learn to use a quill and ink instead of a stylus and cope with the rough surface of 

vellum which would have altered the mode of writing.312  

In Ireland there was also a tradition of psalm commentary that 

emphasised the style of the composer, and also gave spirital and historical 

interpretation.313  The Irish Christians, who had delighted in the memorising and 

recitation of legends, were able to absorb the Old and New Testament with ease, 

and the monks and churchmen soon became accomplished in the recitation of the 

psalms. 

The very earliest Irish psalter text written in Ireland is presumed to be an 

Old Latin version, (used by St Jerome to form the Greek Septuagint), though no 

Irish Old Latin psalter text has survived.  Also in use in Ireland was the 

Gallicanum and St Jerome’s translation the Hebraicum luxta Hebraeos, the 

psalter from the Hebrew text, but which was not accepted as the official psalter 

Vulgate in the West; this was represented by the mss Codex Amiatinus (Florence, 

Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, cod. Amiatino 1)314 and the Double Psalter of 

St Ouen (Rouen, Bibliothèque municipale, MS 24 (A.41)). 

St Jerome introduced a system of phrasing per cola et commata, where 

each colon (clause) and comma (phrase) started on a new line, recognising the 

need of the clergy to comprehend the text they were reading;  the earliest editions 

of liturgical texts were laid out in this manner, there being no other form of 

punctuation in use at this time.  By the seventh century, liturgical texts contained 

more punctuation than those of other contemporary texts, and by the second half 

of the eighth century a new system of marks (known as positurae), had 
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developed, thus avoiding the dangers of the reader pausing in the wrong place, 

and thereby giving, perhaps, an unorthodox interpretation of the Scriptures.315 

The unorthodox interpretations prompted Alcuin of York, when writing a 

treatise on orthography in the eighth century, to exhort scribes to take special 

note of the punctuation in liturgical books:  

Per cola distinguant proprios et commata sensus 

   Et punctus ponant ordine quosque suo, 

Ne uel falsa legat, taceat uel forte repente 

   Ante pios fratres lector in ecclesia.  

Let them analyse the correct meaning according to cola and commata, let 

them insert those relevant marks of punctuation in their proper hierarchy, 

so that the lector may neither misread, nor by chance fall silent suddenly 

before the devout brothers in church.316 

The psalter varied in size depending on whether it was for private study, display 

purposes, liturgical practice or for use whilst travelling.  A special feature of Irish 

life was the book satchel (tiag libuir) made to house the psalter (or some other 

texts) which made the item portable and safe from damage.  

The text of the Cathach is a form of St Jerome’s correction known as the 

Gallicanum.317  McNamara states that it has the critical signs of the obelus and 

the asterisk, but not always corresponding to those of Jerome, which could 

indicate that work on the psalter text was being carried out in Ireland at this 

time.318  It continued to play a major role in monastic spirituality as the 

principle use of the divine office, structured as it was in psalmody, prayer 

andreading and a secondary role as teacher of literacy, geometry, computus and 

natural philosophy.  The decoration of the Cathach is comparatively 

unsophisticated compared to that of the later Irish psalters, described by 

Henry,319 demonstrating that the manuscriptt was made at an early stage in the 

development of  Irish monastic art.  
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      Chapter 5 

Early Christian book decoration 

Until recent years it was generally assumed that there were four separate 

stages in the development of Christian book art – the codex, book illustration, 

Christian book illustration, and narrative book illustration, but as some 

researchers developed new theories on the subject, these assumptions have been 

challenged.  

 It was generally thought that Greek and Roman literature was mainly 

aural and that book illustration in the late antique period was rare.  This view has  

been restated by Carl Nordenfalk.320  It was also thought that, because the 

papyrus roll was not a suitable medium for decoration, the artist had to wait until 

the development of the codex in the fourth century to have a paintable surface.321  

There was also the notion that Christian art developed with the introduction of 

the new faith without any relation to the already existing arts.322  These theories 

became the foundation of what was thought to be the first illustrated manuscripts.

 However, these theories have gradually been eroded and it has been 

established that codices were being made as early as the first century, if not 

before, though some historians have not been convinced and hold that illustration 

was confined to technical and scientific texts.  Consequently, there is little 

agreement about whether illustrated codices existed in the late antique period and 

in the earliest illustrated manuscripts. The fifth-century Virgil, the Vergilius 

Vaticanus, (Biblioteca del Vaticana, Cod. Vat. Lat. 3225),323 and the Vergilius 

Romanus, (Biblioteca del Vaticana Cod. Vat. Lat. 3867),324 are contemporary 

with the earliest Christian codices and show some colour and illustration.  

Nordenfalk is of the opinion that the Vergilius Romanus was probably written 
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earlier than the Vaticanus Vergilius based on the iconography.325  The third 

Vergilian manuscript is the fourth century Vergilius Augusteus of which seven 

folios survive, four in the Biblioteca del Vaticana, (MS 3256), and three in 

Berlin, (Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin Preussicher Kulturbesitz Lat. fol. 416),326 

These fragments are not illustrated but are very important because of the fifteen 

decorated initials at the top of each page, so possibly marking the beginning of 

the development of decorated initials.  These initials are four or five times larger 

than the other letters in the text.  They are at the commencement of each column 

on the top left hand side, but not necessarily at the start of a new sentence; they 

stand on the base of the first line of text.327  

The forms of illustration that developed in Christian manuscripts had 

their roots in Greco-Roman narrative art, including both religious and 

mythological images, which were adapted to suit the Christian message. One 

type of illustration, portraiture, which existed as early as the first century BC  

was described by Pliny the Elder.  He stated that Marcus Terentius Varro, 

reputed to be a great Roman scholar and writer (116-27 BC), ‘inserted in a 

prolific output of volumes portraits of seven hundred famous people’.328  This 

type of illustration served as a model for the early Christian manuscripts, such as 

portraits of Biblical prophets, for example, Ezra in the Codex Amiatinus 

(Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, cod. Amiat.1),329 the Evangelists, 

and authors.  The artists re-invented the imperial imagery, drew upon Old 

Testament illustrations, and developed the art of embellishing a book for the sake 

of its holy text.  

There is debate amongst art historians as to whether the Jewish Christians 

were influenced by late antique, illustrated Jewish art but the lack of Late 

Antique Jewish books with narrative illustrations makes this difficult to prove. 
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The thesis that Jewish catacomb wall-art in Rome also had an influence on early 

Christian art has been disproved  following excavations in Rome that showed 

that Jewish catacomb paintings and sarcophagi  depict ritual objects, such as 

menorah, not narrative scenes from rabbinical literature.330   

As time went by, a page ‘designer’ was used and the importance of the 

illustration became more emphatic.  At first, a simple border was placed around 

the image, so that it was separated from the text by the eye.  An early, fifth 

century, fragment of the codex known as the Ilias Ambrosiana (Milan, Biblioteca 

Ambrosiana, Cod. F 205 inf.), the Iliad of Homer, dated to the fifth century AD, 

writen on vellum, used this technique, though it did not come into common use 

for some centuries later.  This Milan Iliad also has several scenes set within a 

single frame, for example, the illustration Pict. XXXIV Capture of Dolon.  These 

images are set in isolation, with no landscape, but for other artists during the fifth 

century background had assumed some importance.  The artist of the Vaticanus 

Vergilius (Biblioteca del Vaticana, cod. Lat. 3225),331 also places a border 

around the images, as well as, on one occasion (f. 11), dividing the scenes into 

six separate images, each surrounded by a thick red border and illustrating three 

of the six episodes in Greek mythology.332  Folio 4v depicts an image of a sunset 

turning from a pale pink through to the light blue of night.  These landscape 

backgrounds could easily have been copied from frescoes as they have much in 

common with the images in the Quedlinburg Itala fragment, (Staatsbibliothek zu 

Berlin Preussicher Kulturbesitz, Cod. Theo. Lat. fol. 485),333 which have been 

compared to the frescos in Pompeii or Dura-Europos,334 though Wright is of the 

opinion that the page designer or the three artists who painted the images may 

have been copying the text and illustrations from the numerous illustrations in 
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the rolls.335  Weitzmann noted that Franz Wickhoff (1853-1909), an Austrian art 

historian, who co-authored, with Ritter Von Hartel (1839-1907), Die Wiener 

Genesis, published in 1895 a study of the development of Roman art from 

Augustine to Constantine I, wrote a description of the fragment of the Greek 

Genesis manuscript, (Vienna, Nationalbibliothek, cod. Theol. Gr. 313),336 and 

categorised the artists as the miniaturist,and colourist.  He also noted the several 

stages of the Roman style that, although weakened over time, maintained its 

identity until the Renaissance.337   This view has been severely criticised by 

subsequent historians, particularly Josef Strzygowski in his work Orient oder 

Rom (Leipzig, 1901), who argued for an Eastern influence.  In the course of time, 

the image of a landscape background and a more ornamental background were 

depicted side by side. 

The separation of the image from the text enabled the scribe and artist to 

work independently, and eventually the stage was reached when the picture filled 

the full page.  This probably occurred early in the development of the codex, and 

was placed in such a way, in the theological codices, that the evangelists were 

presumed to be the authors of the gospels.  When the codex was divided into 

several books, such as the later psalters, decorated pages would be placed in front 

of each book.  When the subject was non-religious, the frontispiece could be in 

the form of a portrait of the author, or a pictorial representation of a sponsor, or 

of a divinity.  The oldest surviving page of this type in an Insular manuscript can 

be seen in the Bobbio Orosius, (Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana MS. D 23 sup., f. 

1v).338  This manuscript dates from before 622 AD. 

No early Hebrew manuscripts have survived, but it is doubful that they 

contained any illustrations because of the strict Jewish adherence to the Second 

Commandment, ‘Thou shalt not make unto me any graven image’.  However, 

synagogal wall paintings and mosaics were permitted from the third century 

onwards, traces of which can be seen in the Dura-Europos ruins.  Some Jewish 

coins did depict emblems such as flowers or bunches of grapes, whilst the 

menorah, which became the characteristic symbol of Judaism, was struck on 
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coins as early as the first century BC during the time of Antigonus Mattathia (40-

37 BC).339  

Another type of decoration was that of arches or columns framing the 

text.  An early example of this is seen on the Vicarello pilgrim cup, (Rome, 

Museo Nazionale Romano), dated from the 2nd century AD,340 whilst an early 

example of a schoolbook with framed text (Cairo, Museum of Egyptian 

Antiquities, Papyrus, No 65.445),  is arranged with colonnets joined by 

horizontal strips separating tabular texts.  Nordenfalk stated that  book decoration 

evolved because of the necessity to provide framework for tabular texts, and that 

this form of decoration was the forerunner of the Canon-tables found in later 

Gospel books.341   

The canon tables, or ‘concordances’ invented  by Eusebius, Bishop of 

Caesarea, who died in 339 or 340 AD, of the Syriac Gospels, (Florence, 

Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, cod. Plut. I, 36 fol. 4v), reputedly written in 

586 AD by Rabbula, have marginal decorations on either side of the supporting 

columns of scenes from the life of Christ.  These miniatures, without a contextual 

basis, are felt by Weitzmann to be transposed from their place in the text, 

whereas Nordenfalk is of the opinion that they were designed for these particular 

spaces.342 In spandels formed by the arches are figures and scenes mostly taken 

from the Prophets and Moses receiving the Law, Aaron and Joshua, (folios 3v 

and 4r).343 There were two types of canon-tables in use, one with twelve arches, 

the other with sixteen.  One of the best examples, consisting of two sheets, is in a 

manuscript of the New Testament, (Biblioteca del Vaticana Cod. Lat. 3806 ff. 1-

2).344  It has been dated to the sixth century.  The most complete is in the London 

Gospels (London, BritishLibrary, Harl. MS 1775).345  No examples earlier than 

the sixth century are extant. 

 The reasons behind the decoration of a manuscript are not always clear, 

so it must then be analysed to establish if it has been copied or if the miniaturist 
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used his own artistic interpretation or invention to make the illustration.  If the 

original cannot have good provenance, then any conclusions can only be 

spectulative.   This is the problem when attempting to examine the litterae 

notabiliores in the Cathach.  Weitzmann warns that the decoration in an extant 

copy is not necessarily the earliest, a fact well known to paleographers studying 

early manuscripts.  Repeated copying could have changed the original 

composition, as the artist added his own interpretations and embellishments.346  

Artists who appeared to have ‘invented’ a miniature would have followed a 

pattern adaptable to different but similar texts; for example, the pattern used to 

infill some initials in the Cathach is similar to the border surrounding the Chi-

Rho page in the Codex Usserianus Primus (Dublin, Trinity College, MS.55 

A.IV.15).347 

 Christian book artists in the early period followed a convention of making 

the picture illustrate the text, but the further the copy gets away from the 

architype, the more likely it was for differences to creep in, particularly if a style 

became fashionable (such as womens’ clothing), or if the artist wanted to portray 

Christ to a particular audience in a tutorial mode as a youthful shepherd or as the 

Son of God.   

 Some of the alterations could have been due to the simple basic fact that 

the artist could not or did not read and understand the text.  Errors were common 

in the texts of manuscripts simply because the scribes did not always understand 

the text they were copying, so it is a reasonable assumption that the same could 

be said of artists. 

 Probably the earliest extant Christian illustrated manuscript is the 

Quedlinburg Itala fragment (Staatsbibliotek zu Berlin Preussischer Kulturbesitz, 

Cod. theol. Lat. Fol. 485 + Quedlinburg, Stiftskirche, s.n.),348 which is a 

fragment of six folios, all of which are damaged, from a large fifth century 

decorated manuscript of an Old Latin translation of the Book of Kings and 

Samuel. The illustrations are grouped in frames, and are between two and four to 

a page, with the corresponding text on separate pages.  Weitzmann is of the 
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opinion that the original manuscript would have contained about two hundred 

illustrations.349 He also comments that because the frescoes of Dura-Europos, 

dated c. 245 AD, are narrative illustrations from the Book of Kings, this would 

not have been the first book of its kind to be illustrated.350  Of particular interest 

is not the illustrations in themselves, but the text that is written underneath, 

visible where the pigment has rubbed off.  The artist is given instruction, not 

only in the elements which he must include in the text, but also a summary of the 

narrative.  These instructions are very detailed, leaving one to imagine that there 

was not an exemplar.  For example: 

 Make a tomb [by which] Saul and his servant stand, and two men,  
jumping over a ditch, who talk to him and [announce the asses have been 
found]. (I Kings 10:2). 
 
Make a scene where king Solomon sent a message to king 
Hiram asking him to send carpenters to help with the building of the 
temple (III Kings 5: 1-7). 
 
…and make twelve bronze fruits on the four corners of the ceiling…and 
within the temple the bronze lions and crowns and the cherubim and the 
braided borders (III Kings 7:29) and make also the place where Solomon 
will sacrifice before the Lord and kneeling with extended arms will pray 
and where all the people with him stood praying before the Lord  
(III Kings 8:22).351 
 

The images show the meeting of Saul with Samuel after the battle for 

Amalekites, in four scenes from Kings 1: 13-33.  The picture plane is bordered in 

red and subdivided with red lines into four scenes, which are unified by each 

having a pink (sunset), sky changing into a blue sky, rising above a range of 

mountains and some buildings, thus giving the impression of the viewer looking 

through a window.352  Nordenfalk is of the opinion that this codex was painted in 

the same atelier as the Vaticanus Vergilius (Biblioteca del Vaticana, Vat.Lat. 

3225).353  Later examples show that some of the inner vertical frames were 

eliminated in the Gregorius Magnus, Moralia in Iob manuscript (Paris, 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France, cod.gr 510 B.N.gr., f. 435v), although some 
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scenes remained quartered.  The artist of the  Ashburnham Pentateuch (Paris, 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Nouv. Acq. Lat. 2334)354, has the narratives 

enclosed in a thin red square, with scenes from the Old Testament encased in, for 

example, vignettes (f. 21r and f. 76r), or divided into three unequal parts and 

strongly coloured and with the action being taken by small humans and animals 

(f. 6r). Eventually, one image occupied the whole picture plane, which became 

increasingly intricate and full of symbolism, as can be seen in the Irish gospel 

books, culminating in a work which has not been surpassed – the Book of Kells 

(Dublin, Trinity College Library, MS. 58 A.I.6).355 

Soon after the establishment of the early Christian church, Gospel books 

were the only books which had ornamental decoration.  They were a focus for 

the service and placed on the altar.  These early, large manuscripts had 

instructions at the top of the page indicating the day on which they were to be 

read.  Illustrations were either at the beginning of the Gospel or placed in the 

margins so as not to distract the reader, as seen in the fragment of the sixth 

century Greek Gospel Codex Chrysopurpureus Sinopensis (Paris, Bibliothèque 

Nationale de France, manuscrits occidentaux, supplement grec. MS 1286), which 

has been dated to the mid-sixth century.  Closely related in time is the Codex 

purpureus Rossanoensis, (Rossano, Diocesan Museum, Rossano Cathedral), 

where some of the illustrations have been placed in two tiers, sometimes with the 

evangelist portrait below at the beginning of the gospel, and other smaller scenes 

have been spread along the tops of two facing pages.  There are also full page 

monumental miniatures reminiscent of mosaics or frescos.     

Insular manuscripts such as the Book of Durrow356 and the Book of 

Kells,357 Gospel books probably made for presentation, are complex and have 

richly symbolic aspects of book decoration.  Letters, ornament and illustration 

combine in a distinctive style, very different from that of the Northumbrian 

Lindisfarne Gospels, (London, British Library Cotton MS Nero D. IV),358 and 
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the Lichfield Gospels for St Chad, (Lichfield Cathedral Library MS1),359 but 

each define the essential nature of the liturgy.360   

The psalter was not illustrated in the early years of the Christian church 

because the language was so rich and figurative transferring a word picture into a 

visual image would not have been not attempted.  The earliest Latin psalter 

extant, is the small (290mm x 255mm), partial Psalterium Romanum et 

Gallicanum Mixtum (Lyons, Bibliothèque de la Ville, 425 (351) + (Paris, 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France , Nouv. Acq. Lat. 1585).361  It has no 

decoration so the Cathach can be considered to be the first manuscript, 

discovered to date, of a psalter to be decorated, albeit not figurative.  Many later 

psalters, for example, such as the Utrecht Psalter, (Netherlands University 

Library, MS 32 (eccl.484))362 have rich but not literal illustrations of the psalms 

in which phrases are are illustrated rather than following the narrative whilst 

similar scenes can be seen in the Byzantine Theodore Psalter, (London, British 

Library MS19352), such as that depicting Mercy as an almsgiver with a branches 

sprouting from his head because he is ‘ the righteous, who flourishes green as the 

palm tree, he waxes like the cedars in Lebanon’ (Ps 92.12).   

Many of the continental psalters show traits copied from Insular 

manuscripts.  Pullman notes some of the illustrations in the eighth century 

decorated Corbie Psalter, (Amiens, Bibliothequè d’ Amiens Mètropole, MS 18), 

despite being of Carolingian origin,  have features typical of later Insular 

manuscripts, such as interlace and separation of the ‘three-fifties,363 whilst 

Openshaw comments on the three full page illustrations ( ff. 4v, 38v and 68v 

separating the ‘three-fifties’ in the Southampton Psalter, (Cambridge, St. John’s 

College MS C. 9), dated c. 1000, that are not illustrative of the psalm text.364  

Other notable psalters with insular charateristics including tri-partite division, in 
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their illustrations described by Henry include what has been described as the 

“Double Psalter of St. Ouen’, (Rouen, Bibliothequè municipale, MS 24 (A.41),  

and the fragment of the twelfth century Vitellus Psalter, (British Museum, Cotton 

MS Vitellus F. XI).  She comments, also,  on an Old Irish treatise dated between 

AD 750 and AD 850 (Bodleian Rawlinson B. 512) which declares categorically 

against any divisions of the psalter, stating it is only one book.  The Vitellus 

psalter has figurative images in the initials, parallels of which can be seen, for 

example,f. 124r). in the Book of Lindisfarne, (f. 139r) and the Book of Kells, (f. 

124r).  The Double Psalter of St. Ouen, (Rouen, Bibliothèque municipale, MS 24 

(A.41) has no special ornamentation marking the divisions, but of note here is the 

similarity of animal decoration also seen in the Book of Kells.  In the third 

psalter Pullman discusses the Southampton Psalter, (Cambridge, St. John’s 

College MS C. 9), noting the similar decoration to the Vitellius Psalter, albeit 

more sedate in composition but having the essential elements of interlace and 

animal ornament indicative of an Insular heritage. 365 

Although not as elaborate as the previously mentioned psalters the 

Salaberga Psalter, (Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin Preussischer Kulturbesitz, 

Hamilton MS Lat. Fol. 553),366 possibly written in the eighth century in 

Northumbria,  is worth noting because of its Insular tradition, the text of which is 

written in Insular half-uncial.  The tripartite division of the text is maked by large 

initials, and it has decoration of spirals and interlace patterns as well as the heads 

of birds.  One image of a human face occurs on f. 24r/Ps 46.  All initials are 

marked with red dots on all individual psalms. 367 

The decoration of the early Christian manuscripts have been widely 

studied and opinions differ as to their style, age and place of manufacture but no 

specific evidence exists as to how the artists were trained and how the page 

designers learned their skills apart from the obvious deduction that they just 

copied and then re-designed early Graeco-Roman or Jewish works. 
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Chapter 6 

The decorated letter 

Before discussing decoration of initials in early manuscripts the following 

explanations should be noted.  Strictly speaking, as stated earlier, the term 

illustrated means the decoration included gold and silver which reflected the 

light, whilst the word miniature was derived from ‘minium’ a frequently used red 

lead pigment, and not from dimunuere meaning ‘to reduce’.  The term Insular 

Art refers to the style of art that was evident in Ireland from about the sixth to the 

tenth century, and in Britain from the seventh to the beginning of the reign of 

Alfred in 871 AD. 

 The alphabet of the early medieval Latin Insular scribe had only twenty- 

three letters. When compared to the modern alphabet ‘I’  took the place of ‘J’, 

and ‘V’. was used instead of ‘U’.  ‘W’ was never used. These letters were 

composed of curved and recto-linear elements, the straight downstrokes being 

thicker than the straight upstrokes which could be hair-like.  The curved elements 

were thick at the centre and reduce in density at the extremities.   The recto-

linear parts of the letters terminated in a serif or wedged finial.  Letters that had 

either vertical or horizontal strokes (I, H, L, T, F, E) had the vertical strokes 

thicker than the horizontal strokes, whilst the letters A, M, V, N had the thick 

strokes made on the downstroke.  O, G, Q, S had curvilinear elements whilst B, 

D, G, P and R had both rectilinear and curvilinear elements.368    However, 

individual scribe/artists altered these definitions (which could possibly have been 

introduced by sculptors or goldsmiths who worked on hard surfaces) to suit their 

own style of writing, as can be noticed particularly in the letter ‘M’ in the 

Cathach (ff. 17v, Figure 44, 20v, Figure 45, 21r, Figure 46,  45r, Figure 47 and 

53r, Figure 48).  Other letters too are more curvilinear than rectilinear, for 

example, the letter A on ff.  15v, Figure 1 and 36v, Figure 2.  Because of the 

fragmentary nature of the Cathach the predominent letters visible are B (7), D 

(23) and E (9).  Damage to that manuscript means that only some of the letters 

are intact, many being either partially visible or have been cut off when the 

manuscript was placed in the cumdach, or destroyed when it was examined or re-

bound. 
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Early manuscripts were written in scriptio continua, so it was difficult for 

the reader to determine where a paragraph started or finished. As a consequence 

a system of separation was introduced either by making a small tick, the koronis, 

or a paragraphos, the hyphen, inserted between to indicate the end of the text.  

By the beginning of the fifth century further change came about with the 

introduction of the first letter of a word being moved into the left hand margin, 

though it still did not mark the beginning of a paragraph, as can be seen in the 

fifth century Greek Old and New Testament, the Codex Alexandrianus (London, 

British Library, Royal MS 1 D. ff. v-viii).  Lowe was of the opinion that this 

placing of a large letter at the beginning of a page had its roots in Antiquity, and 

was possibly a pagan practice. They are not found in any extant papyri rolls, so 

he postulates that this custom started during the fourth century at a time when the 

vellum codex replaced the papyrus roll.369 This larger initial letter was written in 

part of the space that was allocated for writing when the format of the codex was 

being planned.  Over time,  the initial started to increase in size, became 

separated from the text, and was a marker for the beginning of a page or 

paragraph. This enlarged initial letter differed from the larger letter put in a 

margin because it was encapsulated in its own space on the page as part of the 

text.  

The earliest known continental decorated initial letters are found in the 

Vergilius Augusteus, four leaves of which are in Berlin, (Staatsbibliothek zu 

Berlin, Preussicher Kulturbesitz, Cod. Lat. fol. 416) and four in the Biblioteca 

del Vaticana, MS 3256,370 which are fragments of a manuscript thought to have 

been written in late classical majuscule script, Capitalis Quadrata, during the 

reign of the Roman emperor Caesar Augustus, c. 300 AD.  Only fifteen 

decorated letters survive.  Nine of the initials, which are four to five times larger 

than the rest of the text, exist with some simple ornament.  Attempts were made 

to infil the initials with red, green and pale yellow pigments. They occur at the 

top of each folio, placed upright, on the base line of the first line of text, and 

introduce the first line of verse on that page, but the enlarged initial does not 
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mark any particular text divisions.371   Another early theological manuscript,  

(Russia, St Petersburg Russian National Library Lat. Q.v.I.3), possibly written in 

Africa, and dated by Lowe to 396-426372 has been described by O’Neill as 

having an initial sitting in the margin outside the main body of writing, and 

compares it with a New Testament manuscript, c. 550, written in Italy, 

(Gertmany, Fulda Landesbibliothek Bonifatianus 1)373 which is similar in form 

and position.374  Lowe thought that this custom was of “great antiquity”, and 

probaby started at the time the papyrus roll gave way to the codex – that is 

during the 4th century.375 

He identified twenty-six early classical and twenty-one early Biblical and 

patristic manuscripts that had an enlarged initial letter on each page, and 

surmises that because the majority of manuscripts are classical, the practice 

probably had pagan origins and regarded the Vergilius Augusteus as the oldest 

manuscript with the largest decorated initials.376  In a later paper he lists and 

identifies one hundred and three manuscripts, of which only thirteen are 

classical.377 Nordenfalk has grouped the earliest ornamented initials into three 

categories: 

 (a) filling ornament - to relieve the monotony of the letters by filling in 

the broad stems with decoration and colour, or adding dots  

(b) added ornament - when figural elements such as birds, fish and even 

human heads were attached to the letters, and  

(c) substitution ornament – where the decoration becomes paramount 

such as, for example, fish or birds replace or are bent to form the letter.   
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He demonstrated this grouping by noting that the decoration of the Vergilius 

Augusteus was mainly filling ornament with some embellishments of added 

ornament, possibly to relieve the simplicity of the letters.378  The patterns are 

simple, coloured green, minium red and yellow, and appear to have been drawn 

with a compass or a straight-edged type of ruler which would account for the 

straightness of the outlines. The nomina sacra are written in red. Nordenfalk 

noted that it was not uncommon for the ornamental letters to be drawn with 

geometric tools, the ruler and the compass, a very old method for constructing 

initials.379  

During the following three centuries the decoration of the initial 

developed but did not seem to serve any practical purpose.  Motifs were used as 

filling and added ornamentation, often in the form of fish or birds, but the 

integrity of the letters was not altered.  The placement, however, did begin to 

have a purpose.  The large initial letter moved away from the first letter on a 

page to become the first letter of a verse or paragraph or chapter so it became an 

indicator for the reader that there was to be a shift of emphasis. 

The next stage in the development of the initials of liturgical works is to 

be seen in the Cathach, when the artist introduced the fish and the cross symbols, 

together with spirals and dots, and the totally Irish diminuendo effect, which is a 

form of decoration that does not appear in works other than those done by Irish 

scribes, or those trained by Irish scribes.  It was, perhaps, the words of St Jerome 

in his Prologue to the Book of Job, who was bitterly critical of the ostentation 

and ecclesiastical pomp being displayed, that could have influenced the artist of 

the initials of the Cathach psalter (or the scribe/artist of the exemplar which 

could itself have been decorated) to keep the initials simple: 

Habeant qui volunt veteres libros vel in membranis purpureis auro 
argentoque descriptos vel uncialibus ut vulgo aiunt litteris onera magis 
exarata quam codices dummodo mihi meisque permittant pauperes 
habere schedulas et non tam pulchros codices quam emendatos. 

 
Let those who will keep the old books with their gold and silver lettering 
on purple skins, or, to follow the ordinary phrase in uncial characters 
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loads of writing rather than manuscrips if only they will leave for me and 
mine our poor pages and copies which are less remarkable for their 
beauty than for accuracy. 
 

Incidentally, as far as it is known, St Jerome is the earliest writer to use 

the word uncialis as applied to that style of medieval writing, though there is 

some doubt about whether the word uncialibus is a mis-reading of inicialibus.  

He may have been referring to the large initial letters found at the beginning of 

paragraphs, so inicialibus could mean that these large letters occupied one-

twelfth of a line of manuscript.380 

Because the initial letter placed in the margin became the norm for the 

aesthetic scribes of Antiquity, the scribe/artist of the Cathach is now notable for 

not only decorating the initial and, in some instances, the second following letter, 

but because he also drew the reader into the psalm with the first line diminishing 

gradually in size from the beginning of the psalm to the end of the line, until it 

reaches the size of the script in which the remaining text is written, in what is 

known as the diminuendo effect.    

He decorated his initials with the fish and cross symbols together with 

spirals, dots and other embellishments.  Because there is no similar extant 

manuscript with which to compare the Cathach I surmise that this was the 

beginning of a movement to metamorph the initials and turn them into works of 

art in their own right. His decorated initials were the precursors of the later 

luxury insular Gospel- books such as those seen in the later Durham Gospel 

Fragment, (Durham Cathedral Library, A.ll.10),381 the Book of Durrow (Dublin, 

Trinity College, MS 57 A.IV.5),382 and the Book of Kells (Dublin, Trinity 

College Library, MS 58  A.I.6),383 culminating in the whole page being devoted 

to the initial letter such as, for example, the Chi-Rho (f. 34), in the Book of Kells.  

Observing the history of illustrated manuscripts it becomes obvious that 

the relationship between script and illustration changed over the centuries.  Early 

manuscripts that show a relationship between the initial and the decoration were 

                                                 
380 William H.P. Hatch, ‘The origin and the meaning of the term “uncial”   
     Classical Philology 30 No 3 (July 1935) 247-254. 
381 CLA 2:147 
382 CLA 2:273 
383 CLA 2:274 



 95 

not uncommon in the West in the fourth century;384 the drawings, usually 

zoomorphic (fish and birds) were done by scribes, sometimes using compass and 

ruler, which later became highly technical and drawn using complicated 

elementary mathematical principles,geometric standards, and proportional 

measurements.385  

Dots which embellish many manuscripts only appear in early works by 

Irish scribes, or those trained by Irish scribes.  One theory, according to Henry, 

as to  their origin is that they are Coptic, because they are to be found in 

monasteries in the Egyptian desert before passing into Byzantine art.  However, 

how contact was established between the isolated Ireland and Egyptian 

monasteries has never been satisfactorily explained, except that, Henry stated 

that oriental monks fleeing the Arab invasions may have found a welcome in 

Ireland.386  They are used extensively in the Cathach.   

Only one example of their use survives in the delapidated one hundred 

and eighty two folios of the Codex Usserianus Primus (Dublin, Trinity College, 

MS 55 A.IV.15)387 on f. 149v.  The decoration above the colophon at the end of 

St Luke’s gospel, a staurogram, consists of a triple rectangular frame made of ‘s’ 

type marks and dots whilst the corners are picked out with out-turned crescent 

marks.  Inside the frame is a depiction of the Chi-Rho, infilled with red pigment, 

the contours of which are outlined by rows of black dots, whilst a row dots run 

horizontally inside the arms and perpendicularly through the stem.  Above the 

arms, Latin text states that this is the end of St Luke’s Gospel and the beginning 

of Mark’s (indicating that this was a pre-Vulgate manuscript).  Below the arms 

are the symbols for alpha and omega, taken from the biblical text of St John’s 

Revelations where Christ is called the alpha and omega, signifying his eternal 

nature.  

Some historians disagree as to the dating and origin of this manuscript.  

For example, Dumville gives it a fifth century date and  a continental origin,388 
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whilst Wright places it in the seventh century.389 Nordenfalk is of the opinion 

that this manuscript was of Late Antique in character, chiefly conforming to what 

was practised in the scriptoria of Italy, Spain and France during the sixth and 

early seventh centuries’390 whilst Alexander suggests it is a precursor to the 

insular tradition, such as that of the cross-carpet page as seen on the opening 

page of the Book of Durrow, (f. iv), (Dublin, Trinity College, MS 57 A.IV.5).391 

Conservators at Trinity College, Dublin are currently trying to restore this 

manuscripts so a more detailed examination when this has been completed 

should maybe answer some of the questions about its origins.   

Later Insular manuscripts were noted for the illustrations of elongated 

and abstract zoomorphic forms that filled geometric spaces, together with 

complicated elastic patterns of interlacing and curvilinear patterns, to the extent 

that the first letters, for example, the Chi-Rho at the opening of St Matthew’s 

Gospel in the Book of Kells, (f. 34), as previously noted, filled the whole page.  

It is possible, therefore, to see how the original idea of metamorphising the 

initials in the Cathach, making them stand out from the text, culminated in pages 

such as this. On the other hand characteristic Insular interlacing seen in later Irish 

art is not seen in the Cathach. 

The oldest Latin psalter extant, as far as is known, is a small 

(290mm x 255mm), partial Psalterium Romanum et Gallicanum Mixtum, (Lyons, 

Bibl. De la Ville 425 (351) + (Paris Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Nouv. 

Acq. Lat. 1585).392  The titles of the psalms and diapsalma are in a red pigment 

as are the nomina sacra.  It has no decoration, apart from a small cross on f. 2r to 

the right of Psalm 11.6.  However, this cross does not seem to be related to the 

text and appears to be a later addition as the ink is black and more dense than that 

used for the script, which has deteriorated to a chestnut brown hue.  In 

appearance it resembles a variant of a cross formée, which was a type of cross 

used in the early twelfth- century by the Crusader States, but there is no evidence 
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to indicate that the cross in this manuscript had any connection with these States. 

The scribe who added it at a later date could have been familiar with this image.  

This psalter is attributed by Lowe to the fifth or sixth century, and was probably 

written in an ancient Roman centre in France, such as Lyons, by a scribe but it is 

neither dated nor localised to confirm this theory. 

Another pre-Vulgate psalter, known as The Psalter of Sainte Germain of 

Paris, (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, MS Cat. 11947),393 which has 

been dated to c. 500 AD, has no decoration but was copied, on crimson 

parchment in silver ink, from a version of the Old Latin Bible.  

These early psalters extant were not illustrated so perhaps it is necessary 

to speculate why scribe/artist decorated the initials in the Cathach.  He may, 

possibly, have copied them from the exemplar or called upon his own spirituality 

to express himself in a way that we cannot know. 
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Chapter 7 

The pigments of the Cathach 

For thousands of years, pigments, dyes and related crafts have varied in 

composition, quality, source and popular usage. The earliest written records are 

the Assyrian clay tablets, written in cuneiform script, in the Department of 

Middle East Antiquities of the British Museum, the first of which date from 

around the seventeenth century BC.  They describe the ingredients for making 

glass, whilst the Nineveh tablets, also in the British Museum, dated to around 

seventh century BC, were also written in the cuneiform script, Akkadian, and 

describe, amongst other things, the making of pigments.  From as long ago as  

8000 BC artists in Egypt had discovered how to process natural minerals, animal 

products and vegetable matter into a colour medium.  Examples of the early 

Egyptian colour range included reds from iron and cinnabar, yellows from iron, 

greens and blues from copper purples and reds (from the madder plant), black 

from charcoal and white from chalk.   Egyptian papyri, dated from the third 

century AD in Leiden (Museum of Antiquities, Amsterdam, Leiden Papyrus X), 

and the Stockholm Papyrus (Museum Gustavianum, Uppsala, Papyrus Graecus 

Holmiensis), contain recipes for dyeing and pigment manufacture. Numerous 

early manuscripts, particularly alchemic, give recipes for inks and pigments. 

According to Pliny the Elder, Ephantus of Corinth was the first to daub 

drawings with a pigment made of powdered earthenware: primus inlevit eas 

colore testae, ut ferunt, tritae Eepahantus Corinithius, whilst line drawings were 

invented by the Egyptian, Philocles, or by the Corinthian, Cleanthes, inventam 

liniarem a Philocles Aegypio vel Corinthio.394 He would not know of the later 

archeological finds of cave paintings. 

Many recipes are repeated in the Mappae clavicula Latin texts, probably 

compiled around 600 AD, which relates back to a Greek alchemical treatise.395 It 

was not until Theophilus (floreat c.1100) collated and expanded on these recipes 

to write a detailed training manual, De diversis artibus, that they became 

standardised.  
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No invasive micro-chemical tests are possible on the pigments to 

determine the elements and crystalline compounds present in a manuscript, yet 

technical examination of historical and artistic works is essential to the 

understanding of the history and character of the work.  Micro-Raman 

spectroscopy and X-Ray fluorescence are expensive methods of analysis and not 

readily available to all Keepers of Manuscripts. The artists’ way of working and 

the methods by which the pigments were made and applied, aid in their 

identification, and are an aid to estimating the probable date when they were 

used.  Keepers of manuscripts in the Insular world, and, maybe in other 

countries, are reluctant to allow analysis of the manuscripts in their care so that 

the pigments can be examined. Three studies have been done on the Book of 

Kells, (Dublin, Trinity College Library, MS. 58 A.I.6),396 but, as the techniques 

had to be non-invasive and non-destructive, the conclusions reached by the 

researchers differed in some of their analyses of the pigments used.  Dr Bernard 

Meehan, former Keeper of Manuscripts, Trinity College, Dublin, in conjunction 

with the physics department in Trinity College, has examined some of the folios 

of the Book of Kells using micro-Raman spectroscopy, the aim being to  

‘validate or correct the pigment identification of previous studies, to 
investigate further the binding media and support as well as the working 
methods of the artists and the condition of the manuscript.’ 397  

 
The Book of Kells has been variously dated to c 800 AD, approximately two 

hundred and fifty years after the Cathach was written, by which time a very 

sophisticated style of decoration had been achieved, so the results of 

spectroscopic analysis of the Book of Kells, means that one can extrapolate 

backwards to make an informed guess about the pigments used in the Cathach. 

 Further studies, using Ramon-Spectroscopy to provide information on the 

chemical content of the pigments, together with X-ray fluorescence to examine 

inorganic materials, have been done on four more manuscripts in Trinity College, 

Dublin, the Codex Ussheranus Primus, (Dublin, TCD MS 55 A.IV.15),398 The 
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Garland of Howth, (Dublin, TCD MS 56 A.IV.6),399 The Book of Dimma, 

(Dublin, TCD MS 59 A.IV.23)400 and the Book of Mulling, (Dublin, TCD MS 

60 A.I.15).401 Another study, again using Ramon-Spectrocopy and X-Ray 

fluorescence, on the Codex Ussherianus Primus, which because of its fragility 

was difficult to analyse, showed that red lead and brown-black ink was used, 

whilst the Book of Durrow402 and the Book of Armagh displayed a variety of 

different pigments, similar to that used in the Book of Kells.403 

The oldest of these manuscripts, the Codex Ussheranus Primus, has only 

sparse red-orange pigment with a black- brown outline on the large decorated 

cross, together with blackish dots and reddish line endings.  The pigments 

identified were red lead (Pb) and iron gall ink.  Although this codex has not been 

accurately dated, it is the nearest in time to the Cathach.  The other three 

manuscripts were decorated at a later date and the pigments identified were, as 

well as red lead and iron-gall, orpiment, indigo, gypsum, chalk white and 

vergaut, a blend of orpiment and indigo.  This study complements the analysis of 

pigments in the Lindisfarne Gospels, (London, BL Cotton MS Nero D. IV),404 

and the St Cuthbert Gospel, (London, BL Add. MS 89000),405 and notes that 

orpiment was only available through long distance trade, and possibly had an 

undercoat of a glaze to avoid the interaction with the lead based pigment.406   

Carey comments that this could have been a clay base.407  It must be emphasized, 
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however, that these manuscripts are much more sophisticated than that of the 

Cathach so cannot be used for direct comparison.  

 All of the initial letters, the litterae notabiliores, of the Cathach are 

drawn in double black lines with some spaces filled with either white or yellow 

pigment.  It is impossible to guess if all the letters were painted in this way. The 

whole of each letter, plus, occasionally, the adjoining letter, is outlined with 

red/orange dots – a very Irish characteristic.  The rubrics or the psalm headings 

that instruct the reader are also written in a red/orange pigment.  Most of the 

pigments have faded but it is still possible to see traces on the manuscript, whilst 

the script can be read without difficulty in the areas that have not been damaged.  

The Trinity College study identified the black pigment in the Book of 

Kells, (Dublin, Trinity College Library, MS 58 A.I.6)408 as either carbon or iron 

gall ink. The ink of the Cathach is remarkably dark brown so it is likely that  it 

would have been manufactured from a non-corrosive vegetable based substance 

that has not substantially faded.  Iron gall inks were made from ferrous sulphate, 

oak apples (which are rich in tannic and gallic acids), and gum mixed with water, 

wine or vinegar, whilst carbon would have been made by burning animal fats, or 

wood and using the resultant charcoal mixed with a gum. 

The Fadden More psalter study, which used both micro-Ramon 

spectroscopy and X-ray fluorescence, by Susan Bioletti, Keeper of Conservation 

and Preservation at Trinity College Library, Dublin, has identified the yellow 

pigment as orpiment.409  The Book of Kells study has also identified the yellow 

pigment as orpiment, so there is a slight possibility that the yellow pigment used 

in the Cathach could be orpiment, which was made from yellow arsenic 

sulphide, (As2S3), also known as auripigmentum or ‘yellow gold’.  This pigment 

was difficult to use, as it was toxic and noxious smelling, but it had a sparkle to it 

that would have enhanced the appearance of any manuscript when it was used.  It 

was also unstable, but, if kept in the dark, (the Fadden More psalter was found in 

a peat bog), it should retain its colour.  However, it could not be used next to lead 

or copper-based pigments as it would cause a chemical reaction that would cause 

the area to oxidise and darken.  Orpiment was an important item of trade in the 

Roman Empire.   
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The white pigment in the Book of Kells has been identified as gypsum, 

(calcium sulphate), a complex pigment, and would have been one of a wide 

palette of pigments used.  It is possible that the white, red and yellow pigments in 

the Cathach could be lead-based, as they were easy and inexpensive to 

manufacture.  However, if the red pigment was lead-based, then the yellow 

pigment could not have been orpiment, as red lead is the semi-conductor lead 

tetroxide, and would have degraded it.410  Basic lead carbonate occurs in nature 

as the mineral hydrocerussite, but needs treatment before it can be used as a 

pigment.  In early medieval times, a cave-like structure was used to house the 

manufacturing process.  Lead plates, which are inimical substances that had to be 

free of any silver which would otherwise turn the resultant pigment black, were 

laid in the centre of this structure, covered with acetic acid and surrounded with 

animal dung which generated heat.  The cave was sealed and the chemical 

reaction of acid and heat, after a month or so, resulted in white lead acetate 

(PbC2H3O2), which, when exposed to air, absorbs carbon dioxide and thus 

changes into basic lead carbonate (2PbCO3), which is insoluble in water.411 The 

Romans had special amphorae made with a wide neck on which a saucer-like 

container received the lead shavings, and the acetic acid placed in the larger part 

of the vessel underneath it.  The process could then be continued to turn the 

white lead into different compounds.  The white pigment was pulverised and 

ground, washed and heated fiercely, after which it eventually turned into red 

tetroxide (Pb304). 

There was also a naturally occurring mineral, minium, which was used as 

a pigment as early as the fifth century BC in China and was widely used in 

classical times.  It has the same chemical and crystallographic make-up as lead 

tetroxide.412 The Roman writer, Vitruvius, writing in the first century BC, is 

reported as saying that red lead was first produced from white lead accidentally 

and notes: ‘A much better result is obtained in this way than from the natural 
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substance which is produced from the mines’413 indicating that the artificially 

created substance replaced the naturally occurring substance at an early date.  

Both Dioscorides, a first-century AD physician and botanist, and Pliny the Elder 

describe the preparation of both white lead and red lead from lead white.414  Red 

lead can be distinguished from other red pigments because of its orange tint, 

whilst red ochre has a dull red tint. 

When heated gently, the white lead can form yellow lead monoxide 

(PbO), but is thus frequently confused with lead antimonite yellow, sometimes 

known as massicot.  It was mainly for use in glass and glazes.415 It was not 

realised until the twentieth century that lead pigments which had been 

manufactured as early as the XVIII Dynasty in Egypt, (16th-14th century BC), 

were very toxic, and caused hallucinations, insanity and sterility in men, whilst 

the many women who used it as a cosmetic to whiten the face died a terrible 

death. 

Without spectroscopy it is not possible to know which pigments were 

used in the Cathach.  The possibility that either yellow ochre (FeO(OH)-nH20), 

an iron oxide, or ox gall were used in the Cathach should not be rejected, but 

both are unstable and would probably not have survived.  It has been found in 

archaeological sites, and is often associated with burial sites.  Because the 

Cathach was kept in a cumdach for such a long period of time, so not exposed to 

air, fungi or bacteria, the white lead pigment did not have the opportunity to 

oxidise and turn black.   

So why were these initials coloured? Were the initials drawn by the same 

scribe who copied the manuscript?  It is my opinion that they were drawn by this 

same individual because there is no crowding of the initial – the correct space 

was left - and the handwriting appears to have been done by the same hand.  

However, there is no way of knowing if the pigments used to colour the initials 

were applied either by the same scribe, or at a later date, until some form of non-
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invasive dating of the pigments has been attempted.  However, the care taken in 

drawing the initials makes it likely that the scribe and artist were one and the 

same person.  So the question must be posed - why were these three colours plus 

black chosen?  It is my opinion that the artist’s subtle and limited palette was 

chosen to enhance the colour harmony and thus bring added importance to the 

manuscript. 

Because of its size it appears the Cathach was a private prayer book so 

the colours chosen were either very personal to the artist, or, most likely, they 

were the only pigments available.  Did these images become the record of how 

the scribe/artist had seen them in an exemplar, or, alternatively, did these colours 

have significance for him?  Children see and recognise objects before they can 

speak or read.  Photographers select their view from an infinity of possible 

views.  A wedding scene is usually the photographer’s way of seeing and reflects 

the choice of arrangement of the group.  Our perception of an image depends on 

our own way of seeing. Was that the artist’s intention when he used colour? 

Colour is an art, a science and a symbol.  We interpret it as we wish, 

though it is sometimes notoriously difficult to understand the thinking behind 

artists in ancient works of art. The painter of the initials in the Cathach may have 

called upon his own spirituality to express himself in a way that we can only 

guess, or he copied them from the exemplar.  
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Part 2 

The litterae notabiliores 

Introduction 

The manuscript of the Cathach is unique in that it is the earliest known 

Irish  psalter to have decorated Irish majuscule initials, of varying heights.  They 

are not, however, written in standard uncial script but have evolved from the 

classic style, in some instances, into a more complex ornamental script, the 

origins of which are clouded in mystery.  The actual texts of the psalms are 

written in a mixture of uncial and semi-uncial forms.  There is no colophon to 

provide any additional information because of the damage suffered by the 

manuscript limiting the number of psalms in the manuscript to one hundred and 

five instead of one hundred and fifty.  I presume it to be a copy of a Vulgate 

psalter which no longer exists, therefore, assumptions have to be made as to 

whether the decoration existed on the exemplar, or was it an invention of the 

artist who drew on other sources supplemented by observation of metalwork and 

stonework.  If it was copied from an exemplar of European origin it is unlikely 

the scribe/artist copied its initials, as those of the Cathach are essentially Irish. 

They could have been designs he had seen either on other manuscripts or on 

carved stones and metal objects. 

Literacy in the early Greco-Roman world was part of a culture of vir 

eloquentissimus, for the social elite, and used as a preparation for public 

speaking.1 All books were read aloud, even when reading the text privately, as 

the texts were written in scriptio continua, with neither puntuation nor separation 

of words, so a line was written without spacing.2  Evidence of the first initials of 

a new paragraphs being set out to the left of the text and enlarged (litterae 

notabiliores), can be seen in the inscriptions of Lex Bantina, a Latin law text  

dated c. BC 150-100 (Museo Archaeologico Nationale di Napoli)3. This practice 

was introduced in an effort to make the subdivions more understandable.  

Although only fragments of these manuscripts survive this scribal practice can be 

seen to have been continued, a clear example of which  can be found in the fifth 
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century Vergilius Augusteus,  (Biblioteca del Vaticana, cod. vat. lat. 3256. and 

Berlin Staatsbibliothek, Lat fol. 416).4  Nine of the initials exist, which are four 

to five times larger than the rest of the text, with some simple ornament in red, 

green and pale yellow, marking the development of the decorated initial.  Most 

are placed at the base of the first line of text.   In earlier manuscripts the enlarged 

initial does not mark divisions of the text but is used at the beginning of whatever 

line happens to fall at the top of each page.  Lowe is of the opinion that this 

custom is of  ‘very great antiquity’, and probably started at the time the papyrus 

roll gave way to the codex – that is during the fourth century.  He also notes that 

an important characteristic of the initial large letter is that it is contained 
within the space allotted for writing, differing thus from the capital used 
to mark the beginning of a paragraph, which normally projects into the 
margin.5  
 

It also served as method of indicating a new phase of the text.  These images 

were designed to communicate and to raise consciousness and emotions but to 

understand them there had to be a knowledge of the content that would enable 

the viewer to decipher and interpret them.  The initials of the Cathach mark the 

beginning of the psalm, regardless of where it starts on the folio, and occur 

within the space allotted for writing. 

Medieval initials 

The medieval Insular half-uncial latin alphabet consisted of twenty three 

letters.  It lacked the letter ‘J’  but used ‘I’ instead, whilst the letter  ‘U’ was used 

instead of ‘V’.  The letters ‘K’ and ‘W’ were not used.  All were composed of 

rectilinear or curvilinear elements; elements made on the upstroke were fine, 

hair-like strokes, whilst those made on the down stroke were thicker.  Peculiar to 

most Insular scripts is the triangular terminals which ornament the ascenders and 

which are repeated  on the shafts of i, u, f, p, r and the first shafts of the m and r.  

They also embellish the terminals of the horizontal strokes of d, g,  and t.6  
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   reprint. 2003), p. 86. 
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Letters with vertical or horizontal rectilinear elements: 

E  F  H  I  L  T 

Letters with oblique rectilinear elements where the thick lines are made on the 

downstrokes: 

A  N  X  Y  Z  

Letters with oblique rectilinear elements with added vertical elements: 

M   

Letters with curvilinear elements:  

C  G  O  Q  U S 

Letters combining both elements: 

B D P R 

Decoration differed between the artistic styles in that the body of the late 

antique initial that is decorated because, according to Nordenfalk, has a certain 

rigidity, but when he describes the initials of the Cathach, written later, he states 

they have ‘a pulsating rhythm which imbues the entire form with ornamental 

schwing’ and further describes it as ‘being the earliest known manuscript with 

unrestrained script ornamentation’.7  Because medieval codices were not 

paginated, possibly the enlarged initials marked division in the text to help the 

reader find the correct passage.  However, Pächt states that letters are symbols 

that must be understood, so ornamentation should be limited so as not to distort 

the message.8 

 

The initials of the Cathach 

Most of the initials in the Cathach are written in a form of uncial script. 

The artist occasionally takes flights of fancy and either distorts the initials or, for 

example, with the initial M, (Figs. 44, 45 and 46), invents his own style.  It is 

known that medieval artists assembled pattern or ‘motif’ books to record 

different designs or profiles that they had seen and invented9 so it is possible, 

                                                 
 7 Carl Nordenfalk, ‘Before the Book of Durrow’, revsd. reprint in Studies in the 
    history of book illumination (London, 1992), p. 79. 
 8 Otto Pächt, (trans. Kay Davenport), Book illumination in the Middle Ages: an 
    introduction. (London, 1986), p. 51. 
 9 Carl Nordenfalk, ‘Corbie and Cassiodorus: a pattern page bearing on the 
    early history of bookbinding’,  Pantheon  XXll (1974), pp. 225-31. 
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though unlikely, that one of these pattern books was available to the artist of the 

Cathach because of the originality of the decoration.  

Later examples of decoration such an animal head similar to that seen in 

the Cathach can also be seen in the later fragment of a large Gospel book, f. 2a, 

the older Durham Gospel, (Durham, Cathedral Library, MS. A.11.10),10 at the 

beginning of St Mark’s Gospel, and it is interesting to note the initial Q in the 

Cathach, (f. 48r, Figure 57), bears a remarkable similarity to the Q at the 

beginning of the later St Luke’s Gospel (f.146r), in the Book of Durrow, (Dublin, 

Trinity College, Ms. 57 A.IV.5),11 which could indicate that a pattern book may 

have been compiled and been in use by the time that manuscript was made.  It 

has beencommonly dated to the seventh century.  This manuscript is an early 

Vulgate copy of the four Gospels, thought to have been written at a monastery 

founded by Colum Cille at Durrow, though scholarly opinion is wide and varied 

as to its date and origin.12  David H. Wright, writing in Das Irisch 

Palimtsestsakramentar im Clm 14429, is of the opinion it was written at around 

the early seventh century, and attributes it to an English hand written in 

Northumbria,13 whereas, according to Meehan, it is traditonally associated with 

the monastery of Durrow, where it was first located between 877 AD and 916 

AD.14  Moss notes that whilst the date of this manuscript cannot be precisely 

known ‘it draws on an artistic vocabulary that sits most comfortably in the 

seventh century’.15 Another instance in the Book of Durrow is the image of an 

eagle (f. 84v), which is similar in style to an Ostrogothic bird brooch, found in 

Rome, dated sixth century, and a Visigothic bird brooch found in Spain, also 

dated to the sixth century.16   

The initial A (f. 15v, Figure1 and f. 36v, Figure 2), the most elaborate and 

vibrant of all the initials in the Cathach, is similar to that seen, but more 

extravagantly decorated, on f. 39r in the later Durham Gospels A.11.17 (Durham 

                                                 
10   CLA 2:147 
11   CLA 2:273 
12   Bernard Meehan, The Book of Durrow (Dublin 1996), p.11 and pp. 17-22. 
13   David Wright, in H. C. Alban Dold and Leo Eizenhofer (eds.).  Das Isische 
      Palimpsestsakramentar im Clm 14429 (Beuron/Hohenz 1964), pp. 36-37.  
14   Meehan, Ibid., p. 13. 
15   Rachel Moss, The Book of Durrow (London 2018), p. 17. 
16 Niamh Whitfield, “Irish metalwork in the early Middle Ages” (lecture 
    NUIGalway, 19 January, 2014). 
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Cathedral Library, MS. A.11.17)17, at the beginning of the glossary of Hebrew 

names, and comparisons can also be made with other initials in this manuscript 

with the initial F (f. 44r, Figure 38) in the Cathach which, although damaged, 

bears a marked resemblance to the initial F at the commencement of the Gospel 

of St John verse 6, (f. 2v), and the initial I (f. 43v, Figure 43), to that in St Luke’s 

Gospel, Chapter 1, verse 6 (f. 74), which even has a similar scroll at the terminal 

end of the left descender.  Both these latter examples are also drawn with two 

strokes of the pen or brush and have a space between the strokes, in a similar 

stlyle to that used in the Cathach, but  are not infilled with elaborate decoration 

as seen in the only surviving major initial at the beginning of St John’s Gospel, 

In principio, f. 2.   These examples also indicate that, in this early period, the 

sources are so wide and varied as to be impossible to give any accurate 

indication of age for the Cathach, but they do point to the decoration of the 

Cathach being the Insular forerunner for later manuscripts, particularly as the 

quires of the Cathach were manufactured in the Irish style (hair-side to hair-side 

and flesh-side to flesh-side), as opposed to the continental style, and the 

diminuendo used on the first line of each psalm after the initial. 

                                                 
17 CLA 2:150 
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Chapter 1 

Analysis of the initials of the Cathach 

When considering the make-up of the Early Christian codex, the 

scribe/artist had not only to decide on the number of quires needed, but also the 

layout of the manuscript as a whole.  If it was being copied from an exemplar, 

some of these decisions would have already been made, but if the scribe or artist 

wanted to be original in his choice of decoration – the biblical text could 

obviously not be altered – other factors needed to be taken into consideration.  It 

was most important that the integrity of the spiritualness of the text be 

maintained, whilst distinction between the physical appearance, i.e. that which 

could be seen, and the symbolic message had to be conveyed to the reader.18  

Emphasis must be placed on the fact that this manuscript is fragmentary 

and so it is impossible to test any hypothesis as to what the manuscript looked 

like in its entirety.  It probably would have had a title page and maybe even have 

had a colophon. The one sure fact that can be ascertained is that there is no 

separation or distinction, either in the form of decorated pages or any other 

marks, in the Cathach into what was known as the ‘three-fifties’, either by 

illustration or blank folios, because psalms L-Ll and C-C1 are, fortunately, intact.  

A characteristic of later psalters, noted by Henry, was to have decorated folios 

separating psalms L-L1 and C-C1 similar to those seen in the Gospel-books.19 

The eleventh-century Southampton Psalter (Cambridge, St. John’s College, MS. 

C 9 (59)), has images painted opposite the initial pages of each division whilst an 

eighth-century psalter (Stuttgart, Würtembergische Landesbibliothek, Fol. 12 a-

c),20 has large coloured initials at the opening of psalms 1, L1, and C1, and uses 

the fish, dog and plant motifs in the decoration, which are followed by two lines 

of white, hollow, ornate capitals, all of which is enclosed in a coloured frame.  

The copy of Cassiodorus Exposition Psalmorum, written and illustrated in the 

north of England around the eighth century (Durham Catherdral Library, 

B.11.30),21 has a full page miniature before psalms L1 and C1 that is English in 

style,  but within a frame composed of typical Irish interlace and geometric 
                                                 
18 Otto Pacht, Book illumination in the Middle Ages  (London, 1986), p. 28. 
19 Françoise Henry, ‘Remarks on the decoration of three Irish Psalters’,  
    Proc. R.I.A 60 C 2 (1960), pp. 23-40 Plates 1-19. 
20 CLA 9:1353 
21 CLA 2:152 
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patterns.  Henry is also of the opinion that the Gospel carpet-pages influenced the 

later psalter figured pages.  

Only some of the litterae notabiliores in the Cathach are entire because 

of the damage done to the manuscript. Not all the seventy-five initials are 

legible; some have been cut off when the Cathach was rebound, whilst others 

have been damaged either by wear and tear or when the Cathach was put in the 

cumdach. The size of the initials vary so cannot be measured as a precise 

percentage size of the script that follows.  Furthermore, several of the initials are 

too damaged so an accurate measurement is not possible. The following tables 

show the initials that are available for examination. Through the careful 

transcription of the text, done by Lawlor, I am able to include them in the above 

totals.22  

Psalm numbers are visible on folios: 

33/34/41/44/45/53/56/58/63/65/72/75/76/78/84/90/91/97/100/102 

I comment on these numbers only to point out that they appear to be in the same 

hand as the scribe of the psalms because the letter X is identical to the letter X in 

the text (eg., LXIII in Exultate, f. 41r, and CII in Cantate, f. 52r).  

 

 

                                                 
22 H. J.  Lawlor, ‘The Cathach of St Columba’, Proc. R.I.A XXXIII C (1916),  
   p. 252. 
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Initials that are entire: 

Initial  Folio  Figure  Psalm   

N    6r     49     36 

Q  11r     52    41 

D  12r     14    43 

E  13r     32    44 

D  14r     15    45 

D  19r     16    53 

M  21r     46      56 

E  22r     33   58 

D  23r     17   59 

E  23v     34   60 

E  25v     63   63 

I  26r     41   65 

N  35r     50   75 

Q  40r     55   79 

E  41r     37   80 

D  42r     24     82 

B  43r       4   84 

Q  48r     57    90 

C  51r       9    95 

C  52r     10   97 

M  53r     48  100 

B  55v       7  103 
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Initials damaged in the margins but partially readable (percentages are 

approximate): 

Initial   Folio     Figure Psalm  Comment 

 B     3r        3       33  Partial 

 I     4r      39       34  Partial 

 D    7v      12      37  horizontal/ascender missing 

 D    8v      13      38  horizontal stroke missing 

 I  11v      40      42  Partial 

 O  14v      51      46  55% visible 

 A  15v        1      48             90% visible 

 M  17v      44      50  75% visible 

 D  18v      15      52  Distorted/torn 

 M  20v      45      55  25% visible 

 S  21v      59      57  90% visible 

 D  24v     18      62  horizontal stroke missing 

 D  27r     19      66   ? ascender missing 

 E  27r     36      67  95% visible   

 D  30v     20      69  95% visible 

 I  30v     42      70  50% damage 

 Q  32v     54      72  95% visible 

 U  33v     62      73  95% visible 

 C  34v     56      74  98% visible 

 U  35v     63      76  98% visible 

 A  36v       2      77  95% visible 

 D  39v     22      78  98% visible 

 D  41v     23      81  horizontal stroke missing 

 Q  42v     56      83  99% visible 

 I  43v     43      85  99% visible 

 F  44r     38       86  50% visible 

 D  44v     25      87  98% visible 

 B  48v      5      91  99% visible 

 D  49v    28      93  95% visible 

 U  50v    64      94  95% visible 

 D  51v    29      96  95% visible 
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Initial   Folio      Figure Psalm  Comment 

 

D    52v        30      98  95% visible 

 D    53v        31  101  95% visible 

 B    54v         6  102  99% visible 

 B    55v         7  103  99% visible 

 C    56v       11  104  99% visible 

 

Initials too damaged to be legible: 

Initial   Folio   Psalm  Placement 

B    1v         31  Bottom 

E    2v      32  Top 

D    5v     35  Top 

E    9v       39  Top 

B  10r      40  Bottom 

M  14v       47  Bottom 

D  16r       49  Bottom 

Q  18r       51  Bottom 

E  19r       54  Bottom 

N  23v       61  Bottom 

T  25v       64  Top 

S  28v       68  Bottom 

D  31v       71  Bottom 

M  45r       88  Bottom 

D  47r       89  Bottom 

D  49r       93  Bottom 

I  52v       98  Bottom 

C  58r   105  Bottom 
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The frequency of the appearance of the initials is as follows: 

Initial     Frequency       Psalm 

A  2       48/77 

B  7       31/33/40/84/91/102/103 

C  5       74/95/97/104/105 

D(eus)  13       43/45/49/53/59/62/66/69/71/78/81/82/93 

D(ominus/e) 7       37/87/89/92/96/98/101 

D(ixit)  3       35/38/52 

E  9       32/39/44/54/58/60/63/67/80 

F  1       86 

I  6       34/42/65/70/85/99 

M  6       47/50/55/56/88/100 

N  3       36/61/75 

O  1       46 

Q  6       41/51/72/79/83/90 

S  2       57/68 

T  1       64  

U  3       73/76/94 
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The psalms were traditionally divided into several categories in the Old 

Testament according to literary genre: Community Lament, Individual Lament, 

in which the fate of a particular individual is lamented, Liturgical, Praise, Royal 

Psalm of the King, Thanksgiving, Trust, Wisdom and Zion. For a detailed 

analysis psalm type and first lines see Appendix 2.  

The frequency of the words Dominus/Domine/Deus in text of the 

Cathach which are, written in the form of nomina sacra, the abbreviations used 

for the holy names, points to their use being transferred into the Christian 

tradition by the scribe.  These letters, however, do not have any greater status or 

decoration than the others.  For example the letter N used to abbreviate the word 

dominus (DNS) is not emphasised in the same way as that used to write the 

initial N of noli (f. 6r/Ps.36) (Figure 49).  The capital initials N and S are uncial, 

whilst some of the remaining capitals are written in semi-uncial, with artistic 

licence in some instances, whilst some of the serifs are characteristics of rustic 

capitals.   

One other manuscript, written in the Irish hand and thought to be of 

similar age, is the Codex Usserianus Primus (Dublin, Trinity College, MS 55 

A.IV.15).23  This is a pre-Vulgate copy of the Gospels but is in such a 

delapidated condition that only one decorated image exists, the Chi Rho, at the 

end of the Gospel of St Luke.  The frame of this image is partly composed of S-

shaped designs that have a dot at either end of the bow of the S.  Lowe thought 

this manuscript was written in an Irish centre, possibly Bobbio24 but later argued 

it could have been written in Italy25.  The design  framing the staurogram is 

similar to that found in several of the initials of the Cathach. Françoise Henry 

suggests that, whilst the text of the Cathach, on paleographic evidence places it 

in the sixth century, the decoration places it in the seventh century, as the initials 

with the simple leaves and fish ornamenting a few of the Cathach’s initials 

belong more properly in the seventh century, which caused Lowe to reconsider 

his dating of the manuscript from saec.VI2 to saec. VII1.26  It is my opinion, 

taking the manuscript as a whole,  that this psalter was written the sixth century. 

                                                 
23 CLA 2:271  
24 CLA 3: 312. 
25 CLA 7: 995. 
26 Françoise Henry, ‘Les débuts de la minature irlandaise’, Gazette des Beaux  
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Because no similar decoration has been discovered (apart from one 

particular scroll motif, already mentioned, in the Codex Usserianus Primus),27 

there is no way of knowing if the motifs in the Cathach were copied from the 

exemplar, whether they had been copied from other manuscripts no longer 

extant, or whether the artist was actually innovating.    

Although it can be assumed that most of the monks were literate, because 

of their early induction into the monastery, the Cathach, because of its 

comparatively compact size, was likely to have been a psalter intended for 

single, private or community use, rather than for use in a wider, more formal, 

liturgical setting, so a separation of the psalms, by the rubrics, together with the 

larger initial and the diminuendo effect, would have helped the reader.  

It is my opinion that the scribe and the artist of the Cathach were one and 

the same person.  The psalms are written in a continous fashion so it would be 

extremely difficult for the two roles to be separated, unless a second person 

waited for each psalm to be completed before starting on the next initial.  The 

initials that are decorated, at the beginning of each psalm, are carefully measured 

to fit neatly into spaces that appear to have been designed specially for them.  

There is no crowding or squeezing of initials – each stands proudly in its own 

right. There is one exception on f. 42v/Ps. 83 (Figure 56).  This initial, Q, at the 

commencement of the psalm extends down just over four lines. On the left of the 

descender of the Q are the letters et (ligatured) which are the opening letters of 

the word etenim.  The remainder of the word is written on the right side of the 

descender.  Perhaps the scribe wrote enim, on the right, realised the mistake, and 

added the et afterwards.  

The initials that have a wider shape, such as the initial M or Q,  project 

into the space provided for them.  They do not stand at the base line of the text 

but project above or below it and they do not interfere or interact with the 

readability of the text that follows.  They give a lively and vivacious appearance 

to the page.  In some instances a second letter (albeit smaller as the dimuendo 

effect starts) is also decorated, and, occasionally, some following letters.  It is 

impossible to say, with absolute certainty, that they were drawn after the 

manuscript was written but, as they are so delicately and carefully executed, this 
                                                                                                                                    
    Arts ser. 6, 37 (1950), pp. 5-34. 
27 CLA 2:147 
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is not the most likely explanation. There is no spread into the margins in those 

folios where margins exist, and, unlike later psalters, each psalm does not start 

on a new page.  For example, Psalm L1 starts on the last line of f. 18r, (Quid 

gloriatur in malitia qui potens iniquitatem), (Figure 53), and Psalm CI follows 

on from Psalm C, (Domine exaudi orationem meam), (Figure 31), without any 

break.  This pattern is repeated throughout the fragments of the manuscript that 

exist. 

The decoration of the initials or their style does not give any hint as to 

their chronology and so cannot contribute to the debate on the date of the 

manuscript or its artist/scribe but do point to it being earlier in the development   

Insular decorated manuscripts.  They are simple and unrestrained, as described 

by Nordenfalk, when compared to later psalters and gospel books produced in 

Ireland, where the initials were incorporated in the text.  Very few late antique 

and early Christian manuscripts have survived, but there can be little doubt that 

early Christian book decoration was an amalgam of styles copied from the 

classical tradition.  Consequently the Cathach is unique, at this moment in time, 

when compared to early European manuscripts in its style of decoration. 

One characteristic that singles out the decoration of the initials of the 

Cathach from other decorated manuscripts that pre-date it is the fact that the 

initial itself is decorated, in contrast with other earlier manuscripts where the 

decoration was detached from the letters.  Nordenfalk describes this 

characteristic as belonging to a period in book ornamentation that was 

unrestrained as opposed to the first phase of developments which were 

restrained.28  He further states that this phase originated in Ireland and was 

spread to other parts of Europe by the perigrini.29 

The first initial of each psalm is large, sometimes extending upwards to 

the base of the rubrics, and is drawn detached below and alongside the text for a 

few lines, which is, for the most part, indented, as the rest of the text starts 

gradually to diminish in size across the first line, described by Nordenfalk as the 

diminuendo effect.30 It contrasts with the initials of the late antique and early 

                                                 
28 Carl Nordenfalk, Studies in the history of book illumination (London, 1992),  
    p. 79. 
29 Nordenfalk, Ibid., (1992), p. 79. 
30 Nordenfalk, Ibid., (1992), p. 76. 
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continental manuscripts which usually project above the first line, and the 

following letters remain small and regular in size. All the visible initials of the 

Cathach are ornamented, and written, mainly, in semi-uncial script, with a few 

exceptions, such as, for example, the initial M, f. 17v/Ps. 50, (Figure 44).  They 

are prominent at the beginning of the the first line of each psalm but not enclosed 

in any border.  The second and subsequent third, sometimes fourth letters, 

decrease in height gradually until the letters  are of normal script size, again a 

typical insular feature, thus the first line of the psalm is distinctive in its own 

right.  Overall the quality of draughtsmanship is superb and demonstrates great 

technical skill.  Possibly an edged quill was used to form the thick downstrokes.  

Many initials were formed using a single downstroke, whilst others were doubled 

to form a thicker stroke or to make two verticals with a space between. 

The scribe/artist carefully predetermined the layout of the Cathach.  The 

lines of script are are almost identical, each having twenty-five lines to a page, 

apart from ff. 18r and 28v, which have twenty-six lines and f. 5v, which has 

twenty-four lines.  Some of the capital letters in the Cathach were drawn with 

geometric tools, the ruler and the compass, and it is possible that a ruler was 

used, in some instances, for descenders and ascenders.  The initial M, 

f. 21r/Ps. 56, (Figure 46).   is composed of concentric circles which are too 

regular to have been drawn freehand and, in fact, on close examination of the 

manuscript a puncture mark can be seen indenting the vellum.  Although 

damaged, the initial M on f. 17v/Ps. 50, (Figure 44), and f. 20v/Ps. 55, (Figure 

45), can be seen to have been drawn in the same way.  Incidentally, the initial M,  

f. 21r/Ps. 56, (Figure 46) is visible on the reverse f. 21v, indicating that a heavy, 

pointed stylus or hard point was used to draw the letter.  A compass could also 

have been used to make other crescent shapes, and maybe even some of the bow-

shaped letters, but the stretching of the manuscript when it was restored has 

distorted some of these letters, making it impossible to make any positive 

statement about this.  The lines swell and contract with an almost plastic quality, 

and there are no sharp angular turns, but broad curvature in the bands.  The 

ornament used to fill the initials is very modest by comparison with later 
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developments in the sixth century, such as the manuscript known as the Durham 

Gospels, (Durham, Cathedral Library, MS. A.11.10).31  

Three processes are involved in the manufacture of the initials: scribal, 

draughtmanship and coloration.  I suggest that because of the placement of the 

initials these processes were carried out by one and the same person and 

contemporaneously.  It is most unlikely that the artist could have drawn the 

initials after the text was inserted because he would have been unable to estimate 

the space required to complete the psalm.  The overall impression is that they fit 

the space and show no evidence of being hastily drawn or squashed into the 

space.  The only overlapping into the margins is not because the space was not 

adequate but stylistic. Further evidence as to the scribe/artist being one and the 

same person can be seen, for example, on f. 6r, where the capital N, (Figure 49),  

is spread over seven lines of text – this had to have been very carefully planned 

before execution.  

It is my opinion that an initial was drawn, perhaps in outline, and, 

according to its width and depth, the first lines of the psalms were determined. 

There is no evidence of pen-trial in any of the existing borders. The initials of 

each psalm were carefully executed apart from the initials C on f. 52r/Ps. 97, 

(Figure 10), and f. 56v/Ps. 104, (Figure 11), which appear to have been drawn in 

haste, as they do not exhibit the same care that is devoted to the other letters.  All 

the initials are drawn using two broad or thin strokes of a quill pen or animal hair 

brush, some broad and some thin, a sort of double contour, with well-defined 

spaces approximately 2-3 millimetres wide between the strokes, which give them 

the appearance of having been hollowed out.  The only exceptions are on the 

downstroke of the initial N, f. 7v/Ps. 37, (Figure 12), which forms part of the 

nomina sacra, and the initial Q, f. 48r/Ps. 90, (Figure 55), which is infilled in 

black pigment.   

This method of construction gives them an elastic appearance as they 

swell and contract and allow space for colour to be inserted, or, in some cases a 

small ring or blind eye. The thickness of the stroke of curved elements is 

variable, thick in the middle and attentuated at the extremities, where there are 

calligraphic scrolls or hooks.  There are no sharply angular forms and the curves 

                                                 
31 CLA 2:273 
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are fully rounded or oval-shaped.  The pigments would have emphasised the 

framework of the initials, but it is impossible to guess whether all the initials 

were coloured.  The ascenders and descenders vary from short to extreme such as 

the initial B, f. 43r, (Figure 4), and the initial A, f. 36v, (Figure 2).  Some of the 

vertical strokes are upright, such as the initial U, f. 35v, (Figure 63), whilst others 

are at a slight angle such as the initial Q, f. 11r, (Figure 52), which tails off into a 

decorated terminal, the angle of the descender balancing the overall image.  The 

horizontal strokes vary in length and angle on the letter D, as do all the serifs. 

 The spirals and serifs are made with a single stroke, and could, in some 

places, be described as litterae florissae.  Henry wrote that the curvilinear 

designs could have their origins in Ultimate La Tène art,32 but other similar 

design such as the stonework at Newgrange, or the carved Turoe Stone, could 

also have offered inspiration.  The curvilinear ornaments, trumpet patterns, 

spirals and pelta-shaped forms that could have been inherited from the Ulitmate 

La Tène tradition show an exuberant vitality, often seen on archeological finds 

such as swords and penannular brooches.  The initial O, f. 14v/Ps. 46, (Figure 

51), differs from all other initial letters because the letters M which is part of the 

text of the first line (omnes) and IUBI (iubilate), part of the second line, are 

actually written inside the void of the O.  This folio is damaged, so it is 

impossible to say whether a compass was used to draw this initial.  Similar letters 

enclosed in D (e) and O (ma) can be seen in a manuscript, Codex Vindobonensis, 

f.  45v, (Naples, Biblio. Mag., MS. Lat. 2 [Vindobon.16]), written in semi-uncial 

script, probaby in Italy in the sixth century.33   

 No two initials are identical in their form of decoration; neither are they 

historiated, that is, they have no narrative or symbolic significance, especially 

connected with the text they introduce. They are inhabited, however, with other 

drawings including the early Christian symbols of the fish, bird or dolphin, 

which are visible on early Irish cross slabs as well as on the manuscript of the 

Cathach.34  Similar  figures can be found in early Merovingian and Italian 

                                                 
32 Françoise Henry,  Irish art in the early Christian period to 800 AD 
    (London, 1940. Reprint. 1965), pp. 64-66. 
33 CLA 3:395 
34 Françoise Henry, ‘Les debuts de la miniature irlandaise’, Gazette des Beaux- 
    Arts, 37 (1950) pp. 139-48; U. Roth, ‘Studien zur Ornamentik frühchristlicher  
    Handschriften des insularen Bereiches’, Bericht der Römisch-Germanische 
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manuscripts of the sixth century.  Such fish can also be seen in the earliest 

Bobbio manuscripts from the beginning of the seventh century.35 

There are seventy-five existing psalms in the surviving fragment of the 

manuscript. There is no correlation between the psalm type, e.g. Praise, Royal, 

Lament, and the decoration on the initials.  There are no depictions of 

lamentations or cries for help, and no asking for deliverance from ones enemies; 

they have no narrative or symbolic significance, nor are they categorised by 

subject matter.  A later psalter, written c. AD 800, probably as a display 

manuscript, the Utrecht Psalter (Utrecht, Netherlands University Library, MS 32 

(eccl.484)),36  has lively and dynamic illustrations depicting all this subject 

matter.   

The initials are not distorted, except in those areas where the damaged 

manuscript has been stretched onto new vellum for its restoration.  Their 

measurement is fairly precise, as the lines scored on the vellum are regularly 

spaced apart, and the initial letters fit into these spaces that are either left for the 

rubrics or for the text itself.  The lines scored are one centimetre apart, again 

illustrating that some measuring tool was used in their creation.  Between one 

and four lines were left for the rubrics.  Two initials are larger than others, the 

initial A, f. 36v/Ps. 77, (Figure 2), and the letter N, f. 6r/Ps. 36, (Figure 49), and 

two initials are slightly smaller in height, the letter I, f. 43v/Ps85, (Figure 43), 

and the letter Q, (f. 48r/Ps. 90, (Figure 49);  the smallest initial is the letter D,  

f. 24v/Ps. 62, ((Figure 18); the remainder average between 2-3 cms in height.  

Again, no particular emphasis can be deduced from the content of the text. In 

some instances the second letter of the opening word of the psalm is the same 

height as the first initial, e.g. f. 4r/Ps. 34, 39). Two psalms appear on one page  

on ff. 14v, 30v, 27r, and 52v.  The upper psalm is slightly smaller than the lower 

one on two folios, but the lower two on the other folios are too damaged for 

comparison.  There is no differentiation in the type of decoration on the two 

folios where the initials are clearly visible, f. 27r/Pss. 66/67, (Figures 10/36), and 

f. 52v/Pss. 89/90v, (Figures 10/98). A third initial on this folio is too damaged 

and so not visible.  Those that are too damaged for analysis are either at the top 

                                                                                                                                    
    Kommission, 60 (1979) pp. 5-225. 
35 Carola Hicks, Animals in Medieval Art  (Edinburgh, 1993), p. 36. 
36 CLA 10:1587 
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or bottom of the pages or at the margins where they were cut off, the bottom part 

of the manuscript obviously suffering the worst damage because the initials there 

are the most damaged.  

All the initials are made with two strokes to each element, most 

beginning with a fine line which broadens out, depending on the initial being 

formed.  The initials which have a bow-shaped element are drawn as two mirror-

image crescents, or pelta, and infilled with decoration, no two being identical.  

This varies from an S-shaped scroll with one or two dots placed in the open ends 

and set at angles which vary between 50-60o and 100o , to a snail-like image or a 

pelta.  Three initials have a ‘spoke and triangle-type’ decoration in the void of 

the bow, the initial D, f. 42r/Ps. 82 (Figure 24), and the initial Q,  

f. 11r/Ps. 41 (Figure 52) and f. 42v/Ps. 83 (Figure 56).   

Three initials have a cross in the decoration – Noli, f. 6r/Ps. 36 (Figure 49), a 

Wisdon psalm, Quis, f. 48r/Ps. 90 (Figure 57) and Uenite, f. 50v/Ps. 94 (Figure 

64), both Community Lament psalms. There could be some connection with the 

Late Antique style of illustration as Nordenfalk comments that a cross can be 

seen in the Orosius manuscript, Historia adversum paganos (Florence, Biblioteca 

Medicea Laurentiana, Plut. LXV, 1),37  inside the initials O (f. 57v and f. 102) 

and Q (f.  44).  He also compares it with that found in the fifth century 

manuscript, the Codex Lactantius (Bologna, Biblioteca Univeritaria 701)38 and 

comments that it could be the earliest example of an insular artist copying a 

Mediterranean form of decoration.39 The three crosses are of similar size (not 

quite identical in height or width), but almost identical in shape; each of the four 

terminals are bifurcated and heavily inked, and each stands on a pedestal.  The 

vertical shafts and the horizontal shafts are equidistant.  The cross in the initial 

N, f. 6r/Ps. 36 (Figure 49) is placed centrally, in the initial Q, f. 48r/Ps. 90 

(Figure 57), on the neck of the fish which terminates the descender, and at the 

base of the initial U, f. 50v/Ps. 94 (Figure 64), though this one differs slightly in 

style from the other two in that four dots are placed in the four quadrants.   

                                                 
37 CLA 3:298 
38 CLA 3:280 
39 Nordenfalk, Ibid., (1992), p. 77. 
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Serifs, many elongated into decorative spirals, hooks and florishes are evident on 

all the visible initials, and made with a single thin hair-like strokes but they do 

not alter the structure of the letters, which remain intact.  
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Chapter 2 

Elements of decoration 

(a)  The Cross 

Before discussing the decoration of the initials of the Cathach that have 

the image of the cross in them, it is necessary to show the importance of the cross 

in early medieval life.  The cross-shaped sign, represented in its simplest form by 

a crossing of two lines at right angles, goes back to a very remote period of 

human civilisation when it could have had ornamental and religious significance.  

It was a sacred symbol for thousands of years in the East and West, before the 

introduction of  Christianity and can also be seen on papyri in classical 

Antiquity.40  It is often found with the sun and spirals on stones such as that at 

Kilaghtee in Co. Donegal, and is on a Stone Age tumulus at Slieve na Callighe, 

Co. Meath.41  

For the first three centuries of Christianity the Cross was rarely depicted 

because of its imagery of brutal, painful, public execution by impalement and 

exposure, usually the shameful and ignominious death penalty for malefactors.  

Instead, the fish symbol, or ichthys, was used by early Christians to identify with 

one another and, in some instances, the anchor or trident.  The anchor was 

gradually replaced the crux grammata or swastika cross, which was composed of 

the four Greek capitals of the letter gamma.  Surprisingly, a stylised form of this 

image can be seen in the centre of the two bifurcated arms of the cross on a 

carpet page, (f. 1v), in the Book of Durrow, (Dublin, Trinity College, Ms. 57 

A.IV.5).42 

Descriptions of the cross symbol, as a non-representational image of 

Christ,  are found in writings from the second century, as indicated in the anti-

Christian arguments cited in the work of Octavius of Minucius Felix (d. c. 250 

AD), an early Latin apologist for Christianity,43 and an early third century 

                                                 
40 Kathleen McNamee, Sigla and select marginalia in Greek literary papyri  
    (Brussels, 1992), p. 38. 
41 Jacob Streit, (trans. H. Latham), Sun and cross from megalithic culture to 
    early Christianity in Ireland.  (Stuttgart, 1977, reprint. Edinburgh, 2004), p. 32 
    and p. 196. 
42 Rachel Moss, The Book of Durrow (London, 2018), p. 56. 
43 Graeme Wilber Clarke (trans.), The Octavius of Marcus Minucius Felix  
    (New York, 1974), Chap IX and XXIX  
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reference can be seen in the work of Clement of Alexandria.  As the ankh often 

depicted in the tombs of ancient Egyptians morphed into the Coptic Cross, he 

wrote in the Stromateis or ‘Miscellanies’ (Book VI, Chapter I), of the Cross as 

‘tou Kuriakou semeiou tupon’, i.e. the symbol of the Lord.  His contemporary, 

Tertullian, writing in his book in 204 AD Apologia, categorised the Christians as 

‘crucis religiosi’, i.e. devotees of the Cross, and stated that it was a tradition of 

Christians to trace the sign of the cross on the forehead,  frontem cruces 

signaculo terminus. He also recommended it for a scorpion sting!44  The 

crucifixion had now become the heart of the Christian faith. 

A small manuscript written in a Middle-Egyptian dialect of the Coptic 

language contains fragments of the Acts of the Apostles (New York, Pierpoint 

Morgan Library, Glazier Collection, cod. 67, MS G 67).  In it is an ankh cross, 

composed of interlace and flanked by birds, that has been paleographically dated 

to around 400 AD.   

In the fourth century the Chi-Rho monogram, adapted by Emperor 

Constantine I as his labarum or banner, became an early Christian symbol, often 

appearing on sarcophogi such as that seen in the Museo Cristiano Lateranense, 

Rome; but it was not until the fifth century that the cross appeared in the 

Catacombs. This monogram was often combined with the apocalyptic letters 

Alpha and Omega (as seen in Codex Usserianus Primus (Trinity College, Dublin, 

MS. 55 A.IV.15)45.  It became the most significant item of veneration, and early 

in the fifth century the first undisguised crosses began to appear as a sign of 

redemption. 

For Christians, the Cross represented Christ’s victory over death and sin, 

and became the first symbol of the Passion to be venerated in the form of relics. 

It symbolised Christ’s act of redemption and was used thoughout the early 

Christian church, from the fourth century onwards, as a sign of salvation and a 

symbol of the resurrection of Christ. 

 The roots of the Christian cult lie in the alleged discovery of the true 

cross by Helena, mother of Constantine I, in  325 AD.  This finding spread from 
                                                 
44 Lawrence Nees, ‘Two illuminated Syriac manuscripts in the Harvard College 
    Library’, Cahiers Archéologiques.  Fin de l’antiquité et Moyen Age.  29  
    (1980-81), p. 139 an pp. 123-142.  
45 CLA 2:271 
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Jerusalem to the East and West and became the most potent of all objects in early 

medieval culture and central to Christian theology, ritual and worship.  A crux 

gemata was erected by Theodosus II (d.450 AD) on Golgotha, the presumed site 

of the crucifixion of Christ.  This was a jewelled cross notable because it was 

placed on a pedestal at the top of steps so that pilgrims could venerate it.  Early 

medieval images of this cross were frequently used in stylised form.  In patristic 

literature this cross was seen as supporting heaven, uniting creation and 

extending the will of God through all things.46  Werner suggests that the 

Columban monastery of Iona imported this style of Golgotha Cross which then 

served as inspiration for the monumental Celtic crosses.47   

Crosses were carved on stone, particularly funerary monuments and 

grave stones, from Egypt to Gaul, and on Roman and Gaulish sarcophagi, whilst 

free standing crosses marked places of particular sanctity. One of the earliest 

known pictorial depictions of the crucifixion appears on one of the four ivory 

panels on the Maskell Passion Ivories (British Museum, 1856.06 – 23.4-7), 

produced c. 420-430 AD.   Another cross depicting the crucifixion is carved on 

the wooden panel on the doors of the Basilica de Santa Sabina all’Aventino, the 

oldest extant basilica in Rome, built between 422 and 432 AD, during the reign 

of Pope Celestine (who is thought by some historians to have sent Palladius to 

Ireland in 431 AD). 

It is rare for a cross to be depicted in the decoration of initials. What 

seems to be the earliest depiction of a cross in or on an initial can be seen in the 

sixth-century manuscript of Orosius, Historia adversum paganos (Florence, 

Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Plut. LXV)48.  The bow of the letter D f. 62v, 

inside the letter O, ff. 6 and 102, and in the bow of the letter Q f. 44, where it has 

a bird-like creature resting on top, whilst the letter P f. 24, has a cross placed on 

top.  Another example can be seen in the Sacramentarium Gellonese (Paris, 

Bibliothèque Nationale Lat. 12048)49, probably written in the eigth century in 

                                                 
46 Martin Werner, ‘The cross- carpet page in the Book of Durrow.  The cult of  
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France.  Another example is of a cross surmounted by a multicoloured circle 

with an ω inside a crux ansata, marking the beginning of a new psalm, is on 

f.333 of Cassiodorus in Psalmos (LI-CL).50  

The carving of Christian images on stones in early medieval Ireland 

possibly commenced with the overlapping with ogham stones as the older cult 

practices were replaced.  Chi-Rho crosses can be seen on a, possibly, sixth-

century, burial stone in Ireland, the Drumaquernan stone, on the Knocknane 

stone found in Co. Kerry, and in Scotland, the Kilmadrine 2 stone.  The Stele of 

Arraglen has, on one face, a cross engraved in a circle at the top, two swastikas 

underneath, and ogham characters on the sides, which state that the originator 

was ‘Rónán the priest, son of Comgán’.51  The other face has a cross with a small 

hook at the top, possibly a Chi-Rho symbol. Other undisguised crosses appeared 

in Ireland on slabs during the early years of the fifth century such as Nendrum 

and Kilvickadownig where both are carved standing on a pedestal.52 A 

comprehensive study of crosses depicted on early medieval sculpture in the West 

Highlands and Islands of Scotland by Fisher do not show much resemblance to 

the cross in the Cathach.53  

 Crosses similar in style to those depicted in the Cathach, are engraved 

into penanular brooches, two of which stand on pedestals,  (Dublin, NMI).  All 

are undated.  It is interesting to note that these brooches, which were the dress-

fasterners for pagans, became, in time, dress-fasteners for Christians.54 

The cross depicted in three initials of the Cathach ornament the initials N, 

f. 6r/Ps. 36, (Figure 49), Q, f. 48r/Ps. 90, (Figure 57) and U, f. 50v/Ps. 94, 

(Figure 64).  Although there is no correlation between the decoration and the 

content of the psalms, an exception could possibly be made, as Psalm 90 has 
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traditionally been interpreted as a prophecy of Christ’s victory over death and the 

powers of the devil.  These crosses are similar in style to that found on the 

engraved pillar from Reask, Co. Kerry, but without the latter’s embellishment.  

Just as the Christian church in the fourth-century absorbed the classical tradition 

of art, it was an easy transition from the Celtic tradition to the new Christianity 

brought into Ireland. 

The crosses depicted in the Cathach are linear in style and have expanded 

on terminals at the upper, lower and lateral elements.  Bieler stated that early 

linear crosses were depicted on some ogham stones dating to the sixth century.  It 

is quite problematic in one respect as to their origins, because they stand on a 

dais or pedestal.  Early examples of the cross were usually depicted as a vertical 

trunk extending beyond a transverse beam, set two-thirds of the way up the 

vertical and placed on a solid, almost triangular base, reminiscent of the 

crucifixtion of Christ on Golgotha. The crosses in the Cathach have an elaborate 

foot and, although being equal-armed, the lateral terminals are crescent-shaped, 

very similar to the two incised on cross-slabs on Rathlin O’Birne Island, Co. 

Donegal. The coins of the emperor Tiberius II, (578-82 AD) had a cross on a dais 

on the reverse side.55  Several other slabs in Irish counties such as Leachta 

Cholmcille, Inismurray, Co. Sligo, Cloonlaur, Co. Donegal, Ballyloskey, Co. 

Donegal and Inchagoill Island, Louch Corrib, Co. Galway have inscribed crosses 

marking pilgrimage sites, some of which have a forked foot but are of a later 

date.56  

The only other cross found, to date, that is almost identical in style to that 

depicted in the Cathach can be seen on pilgrim’s lead ampulla, (Dunbarton Oaks 

Museum BZ.1948.18).57 Another possible explanation for the ‘spike’ under the 

cross is that it could be representational of a reliquary cross, owned by the 

monastery, and carried in ceremonial procession.  
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It is impossible to guess how many initials were decorated with a cross 

because so little of the manuscript remains, but it is possible to conjecture that 

the scribe/artist of the Cathach made his decisions to decorate some of his initials 

with the intrinsic sign of Christianity, possibly from seeing designs on stone 

slabs or on metalwork within his own milieu. 

Two of the images of the cross are framed within the initial and are an 

intrinsic part of the decoration.  The other adds emphasis to the initial.  They will 

be explained later.  The division of the cross-shaft in all the examples in the 

Cathach is equilateral, but the pedestals vary in length. The dots seen in the four 

quadrants of the Cathach cross, formed by the arms of the cross with the vertical, 

could be merely embellishment or be indicative of the four symbols that were an 

important to early Christians, as discussed previously.  

(b) The Fish 

Zoomorphic forms were used in Antiquity and remained a prominent part 

of early Christian culture, in symbolic form, to avoid persecution.  Anatomically 

the heads of these forms do not match any living creature,  The symbolism of the 

fish was  strongly represented in both the Old and New Testament, where, in the 

latter, it became a metaphor for Christianity. For example, Jeremiah, in the Old 

Testament, stated that it was written that the Lord will send fishermen to aid 

Jews (Jeremiah 16:14-21), whilst in the New Testament there are several 

references such as Christ telling his apostles that he will make them ‘fishers of 

men’ (Matthew 4.19), and describing the ‘Sign of Jonah’ (Matthew 12.38-45) as 

symbolic of the resurrection. (1 Corinthians 15:1-58).  The pre-Christian imagery 

of the fish could possibly have helped, and made more acceptable, the 

conversion to the new faith, Christianity.  The relationship between pagan and 

Christian images has been variously described by scholars such as André 

Grabar58 and John Beckwith59 who argue that the Christian text was a blend of 

the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament) and the Christian history (the New 

Testament), whilst Tertullian (c. 160-230) referred to believers as pisculi or little 

fishes.60 

                                                 
58 André Grabar, Christian Iconography (Princeton, 1968), p. xlvi. 
59 John Beckwith, Art of the medieval world (New York, 1975), p.18. 
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The dolphin had a prominent role in pre-Chrstian and Celtic mythology in 

its role to take the gods carrying the soul after death to the Blessed Isles.  Two 

dolphins surrounding a starfish were depicted on a medal found in Syracuse, 

struck under Dionysios c. 375-344 BC,  whilst a dolphin entwined on an anchor 

was first seen on the coinage of imperial Rome of Augustus. 

A pair of dolphins with large heads and lappets, representing ears, open 

jaws, S-shaped bodies and crescent tails, below an equal-armed cross can be seen 

on a slab in the cemetery of the monastic site on Caher Island, Co. Mayo.   

The Christian symbol of the fish is often represented by a dolphin and 

was often seen on Roman sarcophagi where, for example, it adorned the third-

century funerary stele of Licinia Amias in the Vatican necropolis. It is also to be 

seen wrapped around a trident in the catacomb of St. Callistus (Level 2), in 

Rome dated to c.190-220 AD. The symbol adopted by the early Christians was 

drawn or etched by crossing two intersecting arcs, the ends of the right side 

extending beyond the crossover point, so it resembled the profile of a fish.   

An early surviving example can be seen in the Orosius manuscript, Historia 

adversum paganos (Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurentiana, Plut. LXV, 1).61 

The word ‘fish’ formed an acrostic  mystically incorporating the nomina 

sacra.  Augustine wrote: 

Now if you connect the initial letters of those Greek five words, Iêsous 
Chreistos Theou Uios Sôtêr  (Jersus Christ, the Son of God, the Saviour) you 
have the Greek work í, which means ‘fish’, and the allegorical meaning of this 
noun is Christ, because he was able to stay alive – that is, without sin – in the 
abyss of our mortal condition, in the depths, as it were, of the sea.62 

 
The artist/scribe would have been familiar with the symbolism of the fish 

in Christianity when deciding to decorate some of his initials with stylized, 

almost zoomorphic forms.  Two initials in the Cathach have a fish or dolphin-

like image.  The fish on the initial Q, f. 48r/Ps. 90, (Figure 57), has a cross on its 

back whilst the fish in the void of the initial D, f. 52v/Ps. 98, (Figure 30),  has 

been inverted 135o.  These ‘fish’ have large heads and bifurcated jaws which curl 

up at the tips (rather like a duck’s bill).   One displays tiny teeth, (f. 52v/Ps. 99, 
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(Figure 30), whilst their bodies end in spirals;  they have round round empty 

eyes, pricked lappets or ears and a collar but no gills.  They are zoologically 

indeterminate, but perhaps symbolic and stylised fish to give an emotional 

response to the image.  The lappet, because the creature is in profile only, is 

pricked like that of a cat, whilst the eye is curved and elongated; the longish 

upper jaw has a slightly pointed snout which curls up at the tip.  The lower jaw 

does likewise.  No teeth are visible, neither can any pigment be seen in the ring 

that forms the eye. A creature that appears similar to a rudimentary fish forms the 

diagonal of the initial N (the second letter of the word Inclina, f. 43v/Ps. 85, 

(Figure 43).  It has a pointed mouth and two parallel lines form a lappet.  The 

first initial is heavily outlined in black ink, with a small space between the lines, 

whereas the strokes forming the N are lighter in tone and more widely spaced.  

The form of the N is similar to that on f. 30v/Ps. 70, (Figure 48), but has two 

circles in the space instead of the lappet.  The transverse bars of the initials N, f. 

6r/Ps. 36, (Figure 49), and f. 35r/Ps. 75, (Figure 50), could also appear to be an 

undulating fish-shape.  

The fish motif was  frequently used to form part of an initial.  Two well-

drawn fish-like images, drawn tail to tail, together with spirals, form the diagonal 

cross bar of the letter N in St Jerome’s Commentary on the Book of Isaiah 

(Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana MSS 45 sup.),63 attributed to Columbanus’ 

successor as abbot, Atalanus, so was probably written on a palimpsest in Bobbio, 

(ante AD 622).   A similar image, reminicent of the Commentary,  forms the 

ligature IN, the incipit of the Gospel of St Mark on f. 2  of the  manuscript 

A.II.10 (Durham,  Cathedral Library A.II.10),64  possibly made in Northumbria 

(? AD 626-675).  The left downstroke of this image terminates in an elongated, 

open-mouthed creature that has an eye, collar and lappet drawn to add interest, 

and both were probably drawn by an Irish trained scribe/artist.  In contrast, the 

same incipit of St Mark’s Gospel in the Book of Durrow, f. 86, is composed of a 

complicated mixture of a cross, scrolls, circles and interlace.  

The fish motif is used to make the left descender of the initial A (f. 126v), 

in the manuscript, Orosius Historia adversum paganos,65 dated by Lowe to the 
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sixth century and it is used to decorate the initial A (f. 96v), in the manuscript, 

written by Cassiodorus, Complexiones in Epistulas Apostulorum, Actus 

Apostulorum et apocalypsius (Verona, Biblioteca Capitolare, XXXIX (37),66 

dated by Lowe to between the sixth-seventh century; it forms the hasta of the 

initial E on the Ambrosius in Lucam f. 157, (Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana H. 78 

sup.b)67 dated to the sixth century. 

The Christian emblems of cross and fish give n additional spiritual 

dimension to the decoration of the Cathach which would have played a 

prominent part in the daily life of the monastery. 

(c) Circles 

Small hollow circles embellish several of the initials.  Some are round, 

others tear drop shaped. They could be representative of an early Christian 

symbol of the eye, the all-seeing eye of God the Father, all-knowing and ever- 

present God.  Psalm 33:16 states: ‘The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous’. 

There is one in the curved space of the initial D, f. 51/Ps. 96, (Figure 29), the tail 

of Q, f. 40r/Ps. 79, (Figure 55), in the left diagonal downstroke of A, f. 36v/Ps. 

77, (Figure 77), and the cross stroke of N, f. 35r/Ps. 75, (Figure 50), has two.  

The hasta of the initial E, f. 13r/Ps. 44, (Figure 12), and f. 23v/Ps. 60, (Figure 

34), have one in the centre space as does the hasta of E, f. 22r/Ps. 58, (Figure 

33), which is also very long. The initials E, f13r/Ps. 44, (Figure 12), and f. 

41r/Ps. 80, (Figure 37), has no circle in the hasta but E, f. 25r/Ps. 63, (Figure 35), 

has one in the centre space of the descender. The initials E on f. 9v/Ps. 39 and f. 

19r/Ps. 54 are too damaged to distinguish any marks.  The hasta of the initial F, 

f. 44r/Ps. 86, (Figure 38), has no decoration. Even the spiral and trumpet pattern 

on the initial M, f. 21r/Ps. 56, (Figure 46), terminates in a small circle and has a 

lentoid-shaped ring forming the mouth of two mirror image trumpets or peltae. 

(d) Spirals 

Spirals and scrolls have been a decorative feature on objects since the 

Neolithic age. They have been found on stone items, wall and ceiling patterns, in 

Egyptian tombs and on pottery items, and as metal technology developed was 

used on jewellery, swords and other artifacts, so it is not surprising that they 

should also appear in manuscripts.  Trade between countries, particularly in the 
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Mediterranean regions ensured the spread of patterns that were absorbed and 

developed, even to the point of abstraction, by innovative artists.  As mentioned 

previously, the artist of the Vienna Dioscorides (Vienna, Nationalbibliothek, 

Med. gr.1), used dots to emphasise his initials but also used scrolls to enhance 

their appearance, examples being on f. 13 and f. 14.  

Spirals were frequently found in Celtic Ireland.  They are evident in the 

passage graves, court cairns and portal dolmens of the megalithic Stone Age (BC 

3000-2000) and can be seen at Newgrange, where spirals, zigzag shapes and 

circles are carved into the stone surfaces.  The emergence of a Celtic artistic 

tradition came during the Irish Bronze Age (BC 2000-500 AD), when 

ornamentation became abstract and geometric in pattern. Motifs were copied 

from the natural world, as the Celts perceived all aspects of the natural world to 

be inhabited by presence spirits which were alive in a supernatural way in every 

tree, river, lake, and mountain. The heart of Celtic motifs and symbolism was in 

the sun, the protector and provider of life.  

The coming of the Iron Age (BC 500-500 AD) saw the introduction of 

new techniques and designs, which fused with native Bronze Age traditions. The 

most distinctive Celtic contribution was the art style known as Ultimate La Tène 

whose origins began in Switzerland, but which traveled across Europe to reach 

Ireland, where it combined elements and motifs from various European and 

Eastern cultures and turned it into a specifically Celtic style, many of which, 

according to Stevick, were geometrically coherent.68  

Designs developed into an intricate and complex style and were largely 

based on spirals.  Later they developed into interwoven strap work that consisted 

of numerous straps or ribbons worked together. The spiral gave rise to leaf-like 

shapes suggesting plant life or zoomorphic and anthropomorphic images and 

patterns recognized as a symbol of eternal life, representing the continuous 

creation and destruction of the world or the divisions between life and death.  

When two or more spirals were joined, they represented the road to where 

Heaven and earth are joined. In early Christian times this journey was the 

spiritual equivalent of the pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  The interlace patterns, with 

unbroken lines, came to symbolise the process of man's eternal spiritual growth.  
                                                 
68 Robert D.Stevick,  ‘The ancestry of ‘coherent geometry’ in Insular designing ’ 
   JRSAI, 138, pp. 26-46 



 31 

The Mullamast Stone,(National Museum of Ireland, Dublin), dated to BC 500-

600, has spirals carved on it which are very similar in style to the initial M in the 

Cathach, f. 17v/Ps. 50, (Figure 44), f. 20v/Ps. 55, (Figure 45) and f. 21r/Ps. 56, 

(Figure 46). Other stones, such as the Turoe stone in Co Galway, a tall dome-

shaped granite stone whose upper surface is covered in free spiral shapes, and the 

stone at Castlestrange, Co. Roscommon, could also indicate inspiration for the 

motifs coming from such ancient artifacts or metal objects. Reversing spirals 

decorate the threshold stone before the tumulus at Newgrange and on the circle 

of stones around Knowth, where there is a marked similarity to the Cathach 

initials M carved on one of these stones, implying that the artist/scribe could 

have seem similar designs in his own environment. 

 (e) The trumpet, pelta, spiral and S-scroll patterns 

Curvilinear ornaments, trumpet patterns, spirals and pelta-shaped forms, 

which are typical of the La Tène tradition, were introduced into Ireland in the 

Iron Age between BC 350 and 150, and modified to form the so-called Ultimate 

La Tène. It is based on compass work, spirals, swelling lines and lentoids. and 

has a have an exuberant vitality.  Curved lines, often set out in confronting pairs, 

frequently end in a pointed, oval motif, identified as a trumpet pattern that often 

ends in spirals.69   

Spirals and whorls are evident in all of the litterae notabiliores in the 

Cathach.  They appear in different forms, on the points of the serifs, at terminals 

and wherever the artist feels it will embellish the initial.  For example, the 

damaged initial S, f. 21v/Ps. 57, (Figure 59), clearly shows the spirals at the 

terminals culminating in a trumpet pattern, whilst the S of Deus, on f. 23/Ps. 59, 

((Figure 17), (repeated on f. 31v/Ps. 71, (Figure 21), f. 41v/Ps. 81, (Figure 23), 

and f. 42r/Ps.82, (Figure 24), are drawn in the same manner.   Interestingly, there 

is no consistency as not all the nomina sacra abbreviations for Deus and 

Dominus are drawn in the same way, the remainder having a three-stroke semi-

uncial form.  Some spirals, such as those on the end of the horizontal strokes 

forming the initial D are arranged as a mirror-image to form a pelta-shaped 

pattern, reminiscient of the Ultimate La Tène style.   

                                                 
69 Niamh Whitfield.  “Irish metalwork and sculpture”  (lecture NUIGalway, 
   19 January, 2014). 
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The trumpet, pelta, spiral and S-scroll patterns which can be seen in 

abundance on Irish Iron Age metalwork, such as the bronze disc from 

Monasterevin, Co. Kildare, (NMI W. 3), dated to the first or second century, 

(British Museum) was designed using a compass.  The curved lines swell and 

shrink, often changing direction and end in spirals.  Pointed ovals break lines at 

junctions to form trumpet patterns.  are also well represented in the Cathach. The 

pelta, a classic motif derived from the form of a palm leaf, is shaped like a fan, 

whilst the S-scroll pattern is formed by two spirals joined together by a path.  

Several examples have the outer corners elaborated into spirals.  The spiral inside 

the void of the bow of the initial B, f. 43r/Ps. 84, (Figure 4),  for example, 

terminates in a trumpet pattern as does the upper part of all the words 

commencing with the initial C.  The mouth of the fish, initial Q,  

f. 48r/Ps. 90, (Figure 57) is formed from a trumpet shape similar to that drawn 0n 

the initial D, f. 52v/Ps. 98, (Figure 30).   

A variation on the S and dot pattern which is used to infil the bow in most 

of the letters that have a bow-shaped element can be seen in the initial D, 

f. 42r/Ps. 82, (Figure 24).  Not only has the scribe/artist departed from the way he 

has drawn the other initials D in that this one had an upright ascender instead of a 

horizondal stroke, has a different pattern in the void which can be described as a 

two pronged fork lain horizontally, and a small dot inserted in one of the forks. 

This pattern is repeated on the initial Q, f. 42v/Ps. 83, (Figure 56), but without 

the dots. Some variation can be seen in the initial Q, f. 11r/Ps. 41, (Figure 52), 

where the forks do not have a horizontal stroke but have dots at the apex and in 

the centre.  All the marks are finely drawn with a very steady hand, and no 

evidence can be seen of blotting or smudging.  A similar type of decoration is to 

be seen on decorated bronze age axe heads in the National Museum of Ireland, 

and parallels are analagous with other finds, such as the gold Broighter torc 

which has curving lines and trumpet curves, the flared ends blocked by lentoids 

whist the entire surface is enhanced with marks made with a compass, (NMI 

Dublin 1903: 232).  The slender curves are based on peltae of various sizes A 

clearly defined pelta on the decorated disc that surrounds the mouth of the 

Loughnashade trumpet, found in County Armagh, (NMI Dublin W. S.) can be 

seen, whilst the larger spirals terminate in curvilinear forms, similar to that seen 

on the Turoe stone. 
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There can be no doubt that the scribe/artist was influenced by Megalithic, 

Iron and Bronze Age artifacts, either indirectly or directly, to incorporate and, 

with artistic licence, use the designs to decorate the Cathach.  Whether this 

scribe was the originator of their use in manuscripts is debatable, because of lack 

of earlier manuscripts, but there is no doubt that his style of decoration 

influenced the Insular artists of the later Christian books to reach the incredible 

standard such as that in the Book of Kells. 

The spirals and circles, peltas and trumpet designs used as part of the 

decoration of the Cathach would have been visible on artifacts manufactured by 

the craft workers such as sculptors and metalworkers and so not unexpected 

when used by the artist of the Cathach to enhance his work. 

(f) The serifs 

 A characteristic peculiarity of insular script is the wedge shaped or 

triangular serif.  Roman calligraphers adopted the serif, which was a 

perpendicular line placed at the end of most curved or staright strokes; theories 

encompassing such ideas are that they were used as a neat terminals for letters 

inscribed in stone, or that it was a method controlling the ink flow when starting 

or finishing a stroke written by a pen,70  but the stylistic peculiarity adopted by 

insular scribes does not seem to have any known origin.  Generally scribes have 

put this wedge-shape on the decorative element on the shafts of i, u, f, p, r, the 

first shaft of M and on the shafts of the upright form of D, N and R, and added it 

to the horizontal terminal of the letter, d, g and t.  Letters l and b are also treated 

in a similar way.71 The scribe of the Cathach introduces a dramatic form of serif 

which is extended into triangular shapes that have an stretched, elongated point, 

many with a tear-drop motif for embellishment, some even having a counter-

clockwise twist.  

(g) Rubrification, rubrics and ink 

 Red dots are a characteristic of Irish manuscripts.  The litterae 

notabiliares of the Cathach are no exception.  Not all the initials are dotted, and 

sometimes both initial and subsequent letters are dotted.  Without resort to a 

                                                 
70 Marc Drogin, Medieval calligraphy, its history and technique, (New York,  
    1980), pp. 22-23. 
71 Bernhard Bischoff, Latin palaeography (eds trans. Dáibhí Ó Cróinín and 
    David Ganz), (Cambridge 1995), p. 86. 
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power microscope it is not possible to say that those letters which appear to have 

no dots are accurately represented here, so I have only remarked on those letters 

on which I have been able to discern dots.  

The red dotting, which has, in some instances, faded to an orange hue, is 

used to emphasise some of the initials, adding a contrast which, when new would 

have enhanced the initials, whilst others remain un-dotted.  Françoise Henry  

stated that this practice is of Coptic origin and is found in paintings in the 

Egyptian desert, but does not give references, apart from stating that it is possible 

that extensive trade with Mediterranean lands resulted in this knowledge.72 

Nordenfalk also points out that dots outlining initials are of late classical origin.73 

An early sixth century Byzantine manuscript, written in Greek, the 

Vienna Dioscorides (Vienna, Nationalbibliothek, Med. gr.1), a copy of a first- 

century materia medica, has several initials surrounded by dots, curved spirals 

and birds, fish and plants, though the decoration is external to the initial and not 

intergrated into it, as in the Cathach.  The dots do, however, add a decorative 

emphasis to the initial.   

Dots and spirals are well represented in early Irish gold and bronze 

artifacts, such as torcs and scabbards; for example, the scabbards and torcs found 

in Lisnacrogher, Co. Antrim, are decorated with spirals and curvilinear motifs 

whilst the Bann disc has trumpet curves and birds embossed on it.74  Metals were 

easy to ornament with punches and sharp instruments, so artifacts such as these 

could have been easily have been a source for our scribe/artist. There is no 

definitve source that can be attributed to these decorations but as the Cathach 

was presumed to have been written at the start of the Insular period of decorated 

manuscripts (as far as is known to this present day), it is not clear if the artists 

and scribes were innovators or copyists.   

There are no clusters of initials in the Cathach that are dotted – it appears 

to  be a random process throughout but it is interesting to note that the initial D, 

the most common initial in the psalter, is dotted nine times and un-dotted nine 

                                                 
72 Françoise Henry,  Irish art in the early Christian period to 800 AD 
    (London, 1940, reprint. 1965), pp. 64-65. 
73 Carl Nordenfalk, Studies in the history of book illumination (London, 1992),  
    p. 36. 
74 John Wadell, The prehistoric archaeology of Ireland  (Galway, 1998), 
    pp. 294-295; pp. 305-306. 
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times.  The second letter of the text is dotted on ten occasions and there is an odd 

pattern of dots on the initial E, f. 23r/Ps. 60, (Figure 34), and S, f. 22v/Ps. 57, 

(Figure 59).  The dotting adds a half-tone dimension to the image which would 

have contrasted with the pigment to further enhance the capital letters and thus 

add emphasis to the beginning of the psalm, but only spectroscopic analysis 

could definitely prove whether all or only some of the initials were enhanced this 

way.  The dotting has been carefully and skillfully crafted as there is no sign of 

blots or smudges. Dotting on the Chi-Rho image in the Codex Usserianus 

Primus,(Dublin, Trinity College MS 55 A.IV.15),75 is a very good example of 

how emphasis can be achieved.  The insular style of dotting (together with 

interlace), inspired many continental scribes, examples of which can be seen in 

several manuscripts written in Europe and England as, for example, the eighth 

century Cassiodorus in psalmos (f. 93v), (Autun, Bibliothèque Municipale 020A 

(S.22),76 and the Codex Epternacensis (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 

Lat. 9389)77.  The intensity of the colour of the dots gives energy and rhythm to 

the initials, as does the movement of the curves, spirals and circles, all of which 

adds to the vitality of the manuscript.  

Eighteen of the initials have traces of  pigment in the body of the letter 

and are surrounded by red dots that are probably made with a red lead pigment.  

Twenty-four initials are decorated with red dots and two have colour but no dots.  

Twenty-nine intials have no visible dots. The remaining initials are too damaged 

to include in the analysis.  Here the infil colour and the dots enhance the artistic 

expression of the drawing.  Dots are used to enhance the initial D on f44v/Ps. 87, 

(Figure 25), and continue for the next four letters which start the dimuendo effect 

of the first line, DNE DS (Domine Deus salutis meae in die clamaui et noc te 

coram te).  This line is also unusual because the last three words are written 

above the line in the space reserved for the rubrics. Another example of this 

dotting outside the first initial occurs on f. 21v/Ps. 57, (Figure 59).  The first 

initial S, although damaged, can be seen to be dotted, as are the subsequent five 

letters Si uere utique iustiam loquemini.  

                                                 
75 CLA 2:271 
76 CLA 6:720 
77 CLA 5:578 
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One of the two largest initials N, f. 6r/Ps. 36, (Figure 49), has no dots 

visible, but the second letter of the word, O, has a clear line of dots inside the 

circumference of the initial.  The subsequent letters on the line are not dotted 

(Noli emulari in malignantibus).  One of second largest initials, A, f. 36/Ps. 77, 

(Figure 2), is damaged, but dots can be seen along the left descending stroke. 

Subsequent letters are not dotted.  The other large initial, A, f. 15v/Ps. 48, 

(Figure 1) is clearly dotted, as are the two subsequent letters  UD (Audite haec 

onmes gentes). The initial Q, f. 48/Ps. 90, (Figure 57), is large and ornate but has 

no dotting.  The very large initial I, f. 4r/Ps. 34, (Figure 39), has no dotting.  

Another large initial I, f. 43v/Ps. 85, (Figure 43), is dotted along with the 

subsequent NC (Inclina domine aurem tuam ÷ et : exaudi me).  The smallest 

initial, D, f. 24/Ps. 62, (Figure 18), is dotted but subsequent letters are not.  No 

pattern of dotting emerges from these very large letters, though some clusters can 

be seen, such as there are no dots on Psalms 33-44, but there are dots on Psalms 

48-62.  However, the sample is too small to indicate the artist’s intentions, and 

the content of the psalms do not seem to reflect the status of these large letters. 

The colour used in the Cathach are now so faded it is impossible to 

discern if the pigments were applied carefully, but they do give the impression 

that the initials were shaded evenly, with a steady hand, as there does not appear 

to be any sign of overlap or bleeding of one pigment into another.  Traces of 

white and yellow pigment can be seen filling in the spaces between the letters, 

but no conclusions can be reached as to whether all the initials were coloured 

because of the state of the manuscript.  

The rubrics 

The rubrics, written in a red pigment, would have occupied three lines at 

the head each psalm.78 According to Lawlor, they are written in the hand of the 

scribe who wrote the text,79 and are written in the spaces between the end of the 

previous psalm and the commencement of the next, so that they would be 

prominent in their own right.  However, as they have faded they are almost 

indecipherable.  It is interesting to note that, whilst the pigment used for the 

rubrics has faded, that used for the dotting on the initials looks comparatively 

                                                 
78 Hugh J.  Lawlor, ‘The Cathach of St Columba’, Proc. R.I.A XXXIII C (1916),  
    p. 337. 
79 Lawlor, Ibid., p. 252. 
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fresh.  Space for the rubrics was left after each psalm had been written, and they 

were added after the text was completed, as some of the spaces left for them was 

not adequate enough in some areas.  For example, the initial S, f. 21v/Ps. 57, 

(Figure 59), which is the opening initial of the words Si uere has extended into 

the space left for the rubrics, forcing the rubric scribe to continue the second line 

of his work after the initial S.  Another example is on the initial D, f. 23r/Ps. 59, 

(Figure 17), where the last words of the rubrics are squashed into the space at the 

margin end of two lines of the psalm.  Five other instances occur where the 

second or third line of the rubrics are written alongside the psalm. Another 

example can be seen on the initial D, f. 51v/Ps. 48, (Figure 29), where the rubrics 

extend into the text of the psalm because insufficient space was left for them.  

They can be seen starting at the end of the line, on the initial D, f. 31v/Ps. 71, 

(Figure 31), and on the second line of the psalm text (because there is no room 

on the first line), on the initial D, f. 39v/Ps. 78, (Figure 22).  Several other 

examples show evidence of the rubric scribe trying to accommodate all of his 

text.  It is important to consider these rubrics in the context of looking at the 

initials because nowhere in the fragment of the Cathach do the initials impinge 

on the rubrics, but they do invade their space but one cannot but wonder why 

they were written after the text of the psalter had been completed.    

The ink 

The ink used for drawing the initials was possibly a non-corrosive, 

vegetable based substance and, on the whole, dense.  In some instances it has 

slightly bled through to the rear of the folio.  Lowe observed that there is a 

difference between the ink used in early insular manuscripts from that used in 

early continental manuscripts because the insular manuscripts have retained their 

black coloration whereas the continental manuscripts have faded to a brownish 

hue and, in some instances, flaked off on the flesh side of the folio.80  An 

example of this can be seen in the early manuscript, dated c. 420 AD, 

Augustinus, De Ciuitate Dei, (Verona, Biblioteca Capitolare XXVIII 26),81 

which is an extensive review of Roman history, religion and philosophy. Most of 

the initials are drawn with two strokes of the pen or brush in black ink,  though 

there is the occasional image where a single line is used.   There are no marks in 
                                                 
80 E. A. Lowe.  CLA 2  (Oxford 1935), viii.  
81 CLA 4:491 
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the margins that are visible to suggest that an ink test was done.  Colour, where 

visible, will be discussed in the description of each individual letter. 

For comparison, the following groups of initials are of interest: 

Scrolled descenders:  

 

                 f. 

53r (Figure 48)                    f. 6r  (Figure 49)              f. 35v (Figure 63) 

 

 

Crosses: 

                           
f. 6r  (Figure 49)                       f. 48r  (Figure 57)             f. 50v (Figure 64) 

 

Various horizontal terminals: 

                         
  f. 12r  (Figure 14)              f. 19r (Figure 16)                 f. 44v (Figure 25) 
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Fish images: 

           
f. 52v (Figure 30)       f.  48r (Figure 57) 

 

 

Various terminals on some of the descenders: 

                      
f. 51r (Figure 9)                  f. 35r (Figure 50)                      f. 32v (Figure 54) 

 

Various bow infil: 

                           
f. 12r (Figure 4)                         f. 42r  (Figure 24)       f. 12r (Figure 14) 

              
f. 14r (Figure 15)                f. 53v (Figure 31) 
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Chapter 3 

The Alphabet 

Some examples of an initial appear at the end of each section.  For all initials see 
Appendix 5. 
 
Initial A 

The images of the initial A, f. 15v/Ps.48, (Figure 1),  and f. 36v/Ps. 77, 

(Figure 2), are two of the most extravagant and flamboyant of all the letters in 

the surviving fragment of the manuscript. Both are damaged but partially legible.  

They defy description of the script, which could be an admixture of Irish half-

uncial, Old Eastern uncial or a decorative uncial.  Both are damaged and differ in 

appearance, are exuberant in style and need to be considered with the adjoining 

letter, which acts as an adjunct to the decoration.  The image that is almost intact 

is that of the opening verse of Psalm 48 on f. 15v (Figure 1), and which has the 

longest descender, 6cm, of all the initials in the Cathach.  The first letter of this 

psalm, Audite, is boldly drawn in thick black ink and surrounded with red dots; 

even the negative space formed by the cross bar touching both descenders has 

been outlined with red dots, which can also be seen on the second and third 

letters.  The left descender commences as a slender line at the centre of the first 

line and extends to the centre of the fourth line, again terminating with a slender 

point.  The mid-way between the two points is composed of two thicker lines, so 

that the whole could be said to resemble a leaf.  The second, right-hand 

descender is formed by hollow curves gracefully extending down and then 

curling up to touch the letter U of the word Audite.  This curve also is made up of 

two, thicker, separate lines coming together at the base.  The top left-hand part of 

the image is torn but I expect it to have matched the lower curve by tapering 

gently upwards.  The cross bar is also formed by two curving lines with space in 

the centre, giving an overall impression of  balance and grace to the image.  The 

second letter U is noteworthy because, although it is at the beginning of the 

dimuendo, it is also quite large and has two, almost trumpet-shaped, serifs at the 

top of each stroke. 

The second instance of the initial A, f. 36v/Ps. 77, (Figure 2), commences 

with the word Adtendite.  It starts above the first line and extends down six lines. 

It is badly damaged in the upper left-hand corner, and has been drawn in a style 
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similar to that of f. 48 but is more delicate because the strokes forming the image 

are not as thick and bold.  What can be seen of the left descender leads one to 

suppose it had an elaborate curled, zoomorphic, terminal.  Again the left 

descender is oval-shaped, each side being drawn with two strokes and a small 

circle and half-hoop put in the negative space.   

The adjoining letter D is also large and composed of the same graceful 

curves.  It is formed by two horizontal strokes, joined by a vertical line at the 

beginning which then curves round to form a crescent shape terminating in one 

single spiral.  The left side of the bow is, again, drawn with two strokes joined 

into a single line touching the upper curve, whilst the right side curls round to 

almost form a circle.  Inside this bow is a decorative pattern of s-shaped scrolls 

with dots between each scroll.   

Red dots can clearly be seen on the left of the descender and around the 

bow of the letter D, but they are not as profuse as those seen on the previous 

initial A.  It is possible that the spaces in the right, curving descender, the left 

descender and the bow of the letter D were filled with white pigment as they are 

much lighter in appearance than the other letters.  It is interesting to note that a 

very rudimentary form of this letter A  can be seen on the Springmount Bog 

Tablets (Dublin, National Museum, S.A. 1914, 2)82, which are  badly damaged 

but on which traces of a Vulgate psalm text is still visible.  

 

                                  
f. 36v (Figure 2)                                     f. 15v (Figure 1) 

                                                 
82 CLA, Suppl., 1. 684 
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Initial B 

 There are five images of the initial letter B. f. 43r/Ps. 84, (Figure 4), and 

f. 54v/Ps. 102, (Figure 6), are entire;  f. 3r/Ps. 33, (Figure 3), f. 48v/Ps. 91, 

(Figure 5), and f. 55v/Ps. 103, (Figure 7), are  damaged but partly readable;  

f. 1v/Ps 31 is too mutilated to be read. Each visible initial is composed of a two-

part bow and a backstroke.  They are all drawn without tounching the following 

letter and four have decoration in the centre, no two being alike.  The bows of  

f. 43r and f. 54v are oval shaped and the three remaining images have round 

bows, drawn freehand, not with a compass.  All images are drawn with double 

pen/brush strokes similar to all the other letters in the manuscript.  The 

backstrokes of the initial B, f. 55v, (Figure 7), and f. 48v, (Figure 5), are drawn 

in one continuous movement from the serifs at the top sweeping down to form 

into a circular shape, a small circle being put into the lower part of the 

backstroke on f. 55v, where it widens to give balance to the image.  The other 

images have separate triangular-shaped backstrokes joining the bow, each having 

the serif curling around into a small spiral.  The terminal ends of the circular bow 

also form part of the internal decoration, f. 54v having a diagonal row of s-scrolls 

and dots, whilst the circular part of the bow on f. 43r terminates as an enlarged 

trumpet shape. Three images have visible red dots, f. 43r, (Figure 4), f. 54v, 

(Figure 6), and f. 55v, (Figure 7), both internal and external to the bow.  

 

                       
f. 43r (Figure 4)                             f. 54v (Figure 6) 
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Initials C, E and F 

Because the characteristics of the initials C, E and F are similar I have 

grouped them together.  There are four legible images of the initial C,  

f. 34v/Ps. 74, (Figure 8), f. 56v/Ps. 104, (Figure 9), f. 51r/Ps. 95, (Figure 10), and 

f. 52r/Ps. 97, (Figure 11); five images of the initial E, f. 13r/Ps. 44, (Figure 32),  

f. 22r/Ps. 58, (Figure 33), f. 23v/Ps. 60, (Figure 34), f. 27r/Ps. 67, (Figure 36), 

and f. 41r/Ps. 80, (Figure 37); f.25v/Ps. 63, (Figure 35), is damaged.  All are 

elongated.  There is one damaged image of the initial F, f. 44r/Ps. 86, (Figure 

38). Hastas are visible on all the images of E and partially visible on the letter F, 

each being of a different and length design. 

All the ascenders are drawn with two strokes and terminate in a single 

curl or spiral except one, f. 51r/Ps. 95, (Figure 9) where the upper flourish of the 

C is similar in style to that at the lower end.  The upper part, however, which is 

formed by crescent-shaped strokes terminate in an inverted triangle which is 

decorated with flourishing spitals.  Each triangle is decorated in a different 

fashion; the triangle on the initial C, f. 56v, (Figure 11), and 51r (Figure 9), is 

simple as is that on the initial E, f. 27r, (Figure 36), and F, f. 44r, (Figure 38).  

The triangle on C, f. 52r, (Figure 10), has been made by making two parrallel 

lines and inserting fine, ladder-strokes between them, possibly evocating 

metalwork, whilst the letter E, f. 23v, (Figure 34), is similarly drawn without the 

ladder, and f. 34v, (Figure 8), has only one parallel line along its upper edge.  

The crescents on the upper edges of the initial E, f. 13r, (Figure 32) and f. 22r, 

(Figure 33), are drawn with thicker strokes.  The initial C (f. 52r, Figure 10) and 

all of the images of the initial E are made by two C-shaped strokes overlapping.   

The hasta of all the initial E varies in length, f. 22r, (Figure 33), being the 

longest.   It is elastic, and finely drawn with two strokes of the pen.  An eye has 

been inserted in f. 22r, (Figure 33),  and f. 23v, (Figure 34), giving the 

impression that it is a tiny swimming fish, whilst the terminal end of f. 23v, 

(Figure 34), f. 27r, (Figure 36), and f. 41r, (Figure 37), touches the next letter of 

the word, X, which also extends down the side of the letter to give a graceful 

appearance to the word Exultate.  The initial  C, f. 34v, (Figure 8), of  

Confitebimur stands apart from the letter O, which is quite heavily drawn as a 

vertical oval with a scroll-and-dot pattern in the centre.  The crescent-shape of 

the initials C, (Figures 9, 10 and 11), have lines of text inside them, supporting 
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the opinion that the initial letter was drawn before the text was written.   There 

are traces of dotting on the initial C, f. 34v, (Figure 8), f. 52r, (Figure 10), and  

f. 56v, (Figure 11); also on the E of f. 22r, (Figure 33), and  f. 23v, (Figure 34), 

whilst the X on f. 23v, (Figure34), and f. 41r, (Figure 37), is also dotted.  There 

is some trace of a white pigment on the E of f. 22r, (Figure 33). 

The initial F, f. 44r/Ps.86, (Figure 38), has been included as the crescent-

shaped top is similar to the other letters noted but is too damaged for further 

comment. What can be seen of the hasta gives the impression that this, too, could 

have a fish-like curve. 

 

   

                  
f.34v  (Figure 8)                 f. 22r (Figure 33)                f. 44r (Figure 38) 
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Initial D 

Only six initials are entire, thirteen are damaged and four are too 

damaged for examination. As far as can  be ascertained, the initial semi-uncial D 

had been drawn twice with a vertical downstroke to the right of the bow on  

f. 27r/Ps. 66, (Figure 19) and f. 42r/Ps. 82, (Figure 24), whilst the remaining 

uncial D initials have a horizontal stroke drawn which extends and  culminates in 

a bow.   

Every void in every bow is infilled with a design, no two being identical. 

Of the two initials, which have a vertical downstroke, f. 27r/Ps. 66, (Figure 19), 

has an S-shaped scroll and dot filling whilst the other, f. 42r/Ps. 82, (Figure 24), 

has a delicate spoke and triangle infil.  folio. 52v/Ps. 98, (Figure 30). has a 

completely different infil.  It is almost identical to that on the initial Q, f. 48r/Ps. 

90, (Figure 57), in that it has the image of an open-mouthed fish-like creature, 

the mouth being formed by two triangles separated by a small white oval, and 

tiny tooth-type decoration on the upper jaws.  A two-stroke lappet around its 

neck, an oval-shaped eye and an almost prehensile ear completes the image.  It 

differs, however, from the initial Q in that it is inverted 45 degrees.  

Eight of the uncial initials formed with the horizontal stroke have the S-

shaped scroll infil, again varying slightly in the number of dots inserted whilst 

the remainder have peltas, spirals and spirals. Where visible, the horizontal 

strokes are formed with an elaborate fish-tail with a trumpet or pelta pattern at 

the terminus to enhance the image, f.19r/Ps/53 (Figure 16), has a tiny pelta 

infilling the terminal pelta.  The initial on f. 53v/Ps. 101, (Figure 31), varies from 

all others that are formed with a bow in that the upper crescent it formed with 

three strokes instead of two.  Roth is of the opinion that a cross forms an 

extension to the terminal of f.44v/Ps. 87 (Figure 25).  The upper shaft of the 

cross has a spiral, similar to that at the topof the letter N (f.6r/Ps.36 (Figure 49) 

and the terminals of the letter M, f.53r/Ps. 100, (Figure 48).83 

Red dotting can be seen both inside the bow and surrounding the rest of 

the initials on nine images, f. 7v/Ps. 37, (Figure 12), f. 14r/Ps. 45, (Figure 15),  

f. 24v/Ps. 62, (Figure 18), f. 30v/Ps. 69, (Figure 20), f. 39v/Ps. 79, (Figure 22),  

                                                 
83 Uta Roth. Studien zur Ornamentik frühchristlicher Handschrifen des 
   insularem Bereichs von den Anfängen bis zum Book of Durrow. Bericht der 
   Römisch-Germanischen Kommission 60. (Mainz am Rhein, 1979), p. 68. 
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f. 41v/Ps. 81, (Figure 23), f. 44v/Ps. 87, (Figure 25), f. 49v/Ps. 93, (Figure 27), 

and f. 53v/Ps. 101, (Figure 31), and extends into the next letter on f. 7v/Ps. 37, 

(Figure 12), f. 30v/Ps. 69, (Figure 20), f. 31v/Ps. 71, (Figure 21), f. 41v/Ps. 81, 

(Figure 23), f. 44v/Ps. 87, (Figure 25), and f. 53v/Ps.101, (Figure 31).  White 

pigment can be clearly seen as an infil on the crescents which form the bow and 

on the trumpet terminal of f. 19r/Ps. 53, (Figure 16), which also has a small oval 

lentoid inserted between the two strokes forming the upper crescent.  The letter S 

which follows also has white pigment at its upper and lower trumpet terminals. 

All the images visible of the initial D are written in nomina sacra, apart 

from the two of Dixi, f. 8v/Ps. 38, (Figure 13), and Dixit, f. 18v/Ps. 52, (Figure 

15). The main variety in the initial D is provided by varying the form rather than 

the decoration.  The damaged image of the initial D, f. 31v/Ps. 71, (Figure 21), 

and the following S is notably smaller than the others but a hole is visible on the 

folio, which makes one speculate that there was, perhaps, a shortage of vellum.  

 

                     
f. 19r  (Figure 16)                                       f. 42r (Figure 24) 
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Initial I 

The initial I has been drawn five times. Only one image is complete, four 

are damaged slightly. On two occasions it is the initial letter of the word Iudica, 

f. 4r/Ps. 34, (Figure 39), and f. 11v Ps. 42, (Figure 40), once commencing 

Iubilate, f. 26r/ Ps. 65, (Figure 41; on f. 30v/Ps. 70, (Figure 42), it starts the word 

In and on f. 43v/Ps. 85, (Figure 43), the word Inclina.  The letters of f. 11v 

(Figure  40), have been distorted through damage or stretching whilst f. 30v, 

(Figure 42), is damaged in the margin.  Only f. 26r, (Figure 41), is intact.  All 

appear to be drawn with steady freehand double lines, and descend, I estimate, 

through five lines.  The folios f. 4r, (Figure 39), f. 11v, (Figure 40), and f. 26r, 

(Figure 41), are similar in style, with slight variation, as are f. 30v, (Figure42), 

and f. 43v, (Figure43). The initials of the words Iudica, (f. 4r/Ps. 34), (Figure 

39), and Iubilate, f. 26r/Ps. 65, (Figure 41), have a small teardrop design 

extending upwards from the top right-hand corner, whilst a similar teardrop can 

be seen on its terminus.  The letter D of Iudica decoratively wraps around the 

initial U, whilst on the word Iudica which starts Psalm 42, (Figure 40), the letter 

D is drawn upright. 

The initials of In, f. 30v/Ps. 70, (Figure 42), and Inclina, f. 43v/Ps. 85, 

(Figure 43) are similar in appearance.  Emphasis is given to the letter N, which 

touches the following letter I but stands separate from the following letters.  Both 

have decoration on the diagonal strokes used to form the initial, whilst f. 30v, 

(Figure 42), has a small circle below two bars going across, and f. 43v, (Figure 

43), has two bars below a small dot which form a fish-like image.  It is possible 

that this type of IN formation was the forerunner of the elaborate Incipit seen in 

the later Gospel books.  Dots surrounding the I and N of f. 30v, (Figure 42), and 

f. 43v (Figure 43), are visible.  No dots appear on the other three images. 

              
f. 4r  (Figure 39)                          f. 43v (Figure 43) 
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Initial M 

Three of the five images of the initial M, uncial in style, two of which are 

partially damaged have been drawn with a compass, f17v/Ps. 50, (Figure 44),  

f. 20v/Ps. 55, (Figure 45), and f. 21r/Ps. 56 (Figure 46).  folio. 45r/Ps. 88 is too 

damaged to be readable but from the small part that is visible appears to have, 

also, been drawn with a compass.  They give an impression of harmony and 

symmetry, whilst the dots surrounding the images highlight the distance between 

the negative spaces. The split curves form crescents which terminate in a 

divergent trumpet pattern, typical of the Ultimate La Tène style.   The image on 

f. 21r/Ps. 56 (Figure 46) has a lentoid enclosed between the spirals which curve 

to form the trumpet pattern.   

The image of the initial M, f. 53r/Ps. 100, (Figure 48), is written in semi-

uncial, and is formed by three vertical double downstrokes of unequal length, the 

left hand strokes being longer than the central stroke, which is in itself shorter 

again. These downstrokes are each formed by two bars with a space in the centre 

and are attached one to the other to form the letter.  An S-shaped hook hangs 

from the top of the left hand ascender.  Each double downstroke terminates in 

spirals which form the shape of another type of M.  This initial M, f. 53r/Ps. 100, 

(Figure 48), incidentally departs from the circular style and when inverted the 

terminals of the downstrokes can be seen to be similar to the Greek letter omega.  

A similar scroll pattern is formed on the upper end of the left downstrokes of the 

initial N, f. 6r/Ps. 36, (Figure 49), where, the right downstrokes have the same 

pattern, as does the top of the right of the downstrokes on the initial U, f. 35v/Ps. 

76, (Figure 63).  This is worthy of comment because they are the only occasions 

when an identical pattern has been used. Dots surround the ‘circular’ images of  

f. 17v, (Figure 44), f. 20v, (Figure 45), and f. 21r, (Figure46), both externally and 

internally, but are not visible on f. 53r, (Figure 48). 

                 f. 21r  

(Figure 46)                                        f. 53r (Figure 48) 
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Initial N 

The initial N can be seen twice, both of which are legible, each 

descending on the left through five lines.  Although similar in style, f. 6r/Ps. 36, 

(Figure 49), is the most elaborate of the two, featuring a long-stemmed cross in 

the centre of the two ascenders, with bifurcated terminals standing on a pedestal 

which is almost triangular in shape.  This image, measuring 5cm x 5cm is the 

largest of all the initials in the Cathach. The right descender has a double spiral 

terminal similar in style to the terminals on the initial M f. 53r/Ps.100, (Figure 

48) reminiscent of the Ultimate La Tène style of motif. The cross-bar linking the 

two descenders could be construed as a curving fish shape with a curled tail.  The 

terminal of the left descender is drawn as an elaborate spiral pattern. The initial 

on f. 35r/Ps. 75, (Figure 50), is not quite as elaborate.  Spirals are drawn on top 

of thedescenders, whilst the terminal end has a spiralled trumpet pattern.  The 

cross-bar is almost identical to that of f. 35r, (Figure 50), but slightly narrower. 

Because these initials are intact, it is interesting to note that the initial forms a 

right angle triangle.  Both cross-bars have a small circle in the centre.  These 

images, together with the images of the initials A, have more grandeur than all 

the other initials in the Cathach.  Dots surround the image of f. 35r. (Figure 50). 

These initials are possible inspiration for the later monogram in the 

Initium such as seen in the Durham Gospel fragment, (Durham, Cathedral 

Library A.II.10),84 where the fish has developed into a double-headed creature, 

or In principio of the Book of Durrow, (Dublin, Trinity College, Ms. 57 

A.IV.5).85  

 

                   
f. 6r (Figure 49)                                                  f. 35r (Figure 50)
                                                 
84 CLA 2:147 
85 CLA 2:273 
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Initial O 

The initial O, f. 14v/Ps. 46, (Figure 51), is partially damaged but 

sufficient remains to note that it differs from all the other initials in its design.  

The first two lines of the psalm are:  Omne gentes plaudite manibus/Iubilate deo 

in uoce exsultationis. 

It is drawn with double lines as an upright oval shape the inner void of 

which has the letter M, which is second letter of the word omnes, placed inside 

the bow; beneath it is written IUBI, part of the second line, in semi-uncial script.  

This appears to be unusual in manuscripts of similar age but it can be seen in a 

manuscript, f.  45v, (Naples, Biblio. Mag., MS. Lat. 2 (Vindobon.16)),86 which, 

according to Lowe, was probably written in Italy in the sixth century.  The 

letters, there, are enclosed in D (e) and O (ma), written in semi-uncial script, 

Dots are drawn both internally and externally on the image. 

 

 
f. 14v (Figure 51) 

 

                                                 
86 CLA 3:395 
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Initial Q 

Six images of the initial Q, are each carefully drawn in a vertical manner 

similar to that seen on the initials I and N.  The Q on f. 18r/Ps. 51, (Figure 53), is 

too damaged for comment, but is noted because in the letters of the opening word 

Quid the artist has decorated the visible letter D, with a scroll and dot motif in 

the bow, incorporating it into the design.  The psalms which commence with the 

initial Q are on f. 11r/Ps. 41, (Figure 52), f. 32v/Ps. 72, (Figure 54), f. 40r/Ps. 79, 

(Figure 55), f. 42v/Ps. 83, (Figure 56) and f. 48r/Ps. 90, (Figure 57).  Each is 

formed by a long descending downstroke on the right and an oval-shaped bow on 

the left.  Each bow encloses a decorative, filler design, three having a scroll and 

dot image, f. 32v, (Figure 54), f. 40r ,(Figure 55), and f. 48r, (Figure 57), similar 

to those seen in the letters described above, whilst f. 11r, (Figure 52), and f. 42v, 

(Figure 56), have a different geometric spoke-and-dot design.  Each has a 

teardrop extension on the top right of the descender, apart from f. 40r, (Figure 

55), which has a more spiral type of decoration.  Each descending downstroke 

terminates in a different pattern, being a variation of spirals and trumpets.  

Overall, great care has been given to drawing these letters.  

The initial of the word Qui, f48/Ps. 90, (Figure 57), is the most ornate of 

all this group of initials.  It has a densely black solid body on the descending 

downstroke, and is the only image in the Cathach which is not composed of two 

lines; the top of this downstroke has a  spiral-shaped loop, which gives a grace to 

the image when viewed as a whole.  The oval-shaped bow made with two strokes 

with a small space down the centre, which is hatched.  The tail of this Q spirals 

round to form the image of an open-mouthed fish-like creature, the mouth being 

formed by two triangles separated by a small white oval lentoid.  A lappet around 

its neck, an oval-shaped eye, and an almost prehensile ear as well as an equal-

armed cross with bifurcated terminals, resting on a splayed pedestal. complete 

the image. Folios f. 11r, (Figure52), f. 40r, (Figure 55), and f. 48r, (Figure 57), 

have no discernable dotting on the first letter but f. 32v, (Figure 54), has the first  



 52 

word, Quam dotted and f. 42v, (Figure  56), has the first word and the first letter 

of the second word, Quam dilecta, dotted. 

                                                      
f. 11r  (Figure 52)              f. 32v (Figure 54)            f. 48r (Figure 57)
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Initial S 

 Only two images of the uncial letter S as an initial letter are visible, and 

both are badly damaged.  They are the first letters of Si uere, (f.21v/Ps. 57, 

(Figure 59), and Saluum  (f. 28v/Ps. 68, (Figure 60).  There is, however, a clear 

image of the second letter of the the word DS, f. 41v/Ps. 81, (Figure 23), which is 

intact and so gives an idea of how the previous two were formed.  The S of Si 

uere and the S of the DS are both drawn at an angle of 80o from the vertical line, 

with both ends curled around in tight spirals and capped with a triangle that ends 

in a long flourish.  The centre of f. 21v, (Figure 59), is missing but what can be 

clearly seen on f. 41v, (Figure 23), is that the S-shape was drawn first in a firmly 

drawn sweeping movement and and the triangles, which start at the top with a 

teardrop and then join the other part of the letter were added afterwards.  The 

terminal triangles also terminate in a teardrop.  Unfortunately, f. 28/Ps. 68, 

(Figure 60), is almost entirely lost but enough of the letter is visible to state that 

this, too, started at the top with a triangle, but without a teardrop.  An oval 

teardrop was inserted in the centre of the triangle and it has three dots spaced 

throughtout its centre.   

folio 21v/Ps. 57, (Figure 59), is the largest of the three images as it extends down 

five lines.  The other two images only extend down three lines.  Red dotting is 

visible on the DS of f. 41v, (Figure  23), and on the entire word, Si uere on f. 

21v, (Figure 59).  It cannot be seen on the existing fragment of f. 28v/Ps 68, 

(Figure 60). It is possible that the marks seen beneath the triangle on f.28v/Ps. 

68 (Figure 60) are the upper part of a cross similar to that in the initial U, 

f. 50v/Ps 94, (Figure 64). and f.6r/Ps. 36 (Figure 49) but the damage is too severe 

for certainty. 

 

                      
f. 21v (Figure 59)                 f. 28v (Figure 60)              f.41v (Figure 23) 
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Initial T 

 The first word of f. 25v/ Ps. 64, (Figure 61), Te, is too badly damaged to 

comment on its format as the cross-bar at the top is missing, but the very small 

fragment that can be seen is interesting.  The terminal of the letter is drawn, like 

all the other letters, with two strokes of the pen for each line, thus leaving a space 

in the centre and terminating in a tight teardrop spiral.  In this instance the space 

has been filled with small black dots, an element not seen on any of the other 

letters, but possibly reflecting Ultimate La Tène metalwork.  It would have 

extended over three lines and the adjoining E is drawn with less care than other 

letters.   There are vestiges of red dots seen on the letter E.  

  

 
f. 25v (Figure 61) 

 



 55 

Initial U 

 The initial U is visible on three folios, f. 33v/Ps. 73, (Figure 62),  

f. 35v/Ps. 76, (Figure 63), and f. 50v/Ps. 94, (Figure 64), all of which are 

damaged to some extent.   All descend down three lines.  They are all of similar 

style, drawn in double formation, and get progressively get bolder and more 

varied in their execution.  The left descender of f. 33v is torn, but the right 

descender starts and terminates with a teardrop on the right side.  The initial U on 

f. 35v/Ps. 76, (Figure  63), has two different styles of descenders  That on the left 

is made up of two triangles, the base of the upper one resting on the apex of the 

lower one, which then swings around to join the terminal end of the right 

ascender.  This right descender is of particular interest because it has at its top a 

double scroll (mentioned earlier), which is very similar to the descenders on the 

initial M, f. 53r/Ps. 100, (Figure 48) and N, f.6r/Ps. 36, (Figure 49).  These are 

the only two other occasions when this particular type of decoration is used in 

this fragment of the Cathach.   The initial U, f. 50v/Ps. 94, (Figure 64), is one of 

only two images that have a cross, the other decorating the letter Q on f. 48r/Ps. 

90, (Figure 54).  This equal-armed cros has bifurcated terminals and small dots in 

the interstitial spaces and is, in this instance, placed centrally in the space.  This 

image of the initial U appears to be more carefully drawn and with the strokes 

being more dense than the other two images.  Dotting can be seen on the word 

UT, f. 33v/Ps. 73, (Figure 62), on the entire word Uoce, f.35v/Ps. 76, (Figure 

63), but only on the U of Unite, f. 50v/Ps. 94, (Figure 64). 

 

                     
f. 35v (Figure 63)                             f. 50v (Figure 64) 
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All the litterae notabiliores that are visible, albeit damaged in some 

instances, are decorated.  Only one design is duplicated.  No previous 

manuscripts of Insular origin are extant, so assumptions have to be made as to 

why the artist/scribe decided to make this psalter in this fashion.  Was the 

Vulgate exemplar, which legend says came from the continent and has now 

vanished, the first of its kind, or did the scribe/artist copy another?  This fact will 

probably never be known. What does seem certain though is that the artist/scribe, 

whether it be the legendary Colum Cille, or another, was influenced either 

directly or indirectly by the remarkable work of artisans in stone, iron, bronze 

and maybe, even gold, and translated these designs, by imagination, into the 

decoration of the psalter, now known as the Cathach.  It was documented that 

clerics in monasteries in early medieval Ireland were accomplished 

metalworkers.  For example, St Connlaedh, Bishop of Kildare, was described as 

St Bridget’s cerd in his obituary in AD 519, cerd meaning a craftsman and 

frequently interpreted as a gold and silvermith.87  There is no archaeological 

evidence to suggest that there were craftsmen were Iona, if that was where the 

Cathach was written, because the original site has been damaged, or that the 

artist/scribe was a metalworker or was influenced by designs, but the possibility 

cannot be ruled out.  

  

                                                 
87 Griffin Murray. ‘The makers of Church metalwork in early Irish medieval 
   Ireland: their identity and status’, in Jane Hawkes (ed.) Making histories. 
   Proceedings of the Sixth International Conference on Insular Art York 2011 
   (2013), pp. 162-173. 
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Conclusions 

Medieval images were used in the early Christian church, particularly in 

the Latin West, as a method of excluding those who had no comprehension of the 

faith and of indoctrinating the illiterate, but were also designed to communicate 

to those who converted to the new faith.  Perception of art works was not limited 

to sight alone as sacred objects were linked with spiritual experience.  Thus when 

viewing sacred manuscripts an informed opinion helped to raise awareness 

heighten the experience and sharpen memory. 

St Augustine (354-430AD), in his tract De doctrina christiana, states ‘a 

sign is a thing which of itself makes some other thing come to mind, besides the 

impression that it presents to the senses’,88 a statement that provided rules for the 

interpretation of scripture, including pictorial representation, but relied on the 

visual skills of the viewer to interpret, decode or comprehend the image.  This 

message was reinforced over the centuries, with Pope Gregory (c. 540-604) 

remarking ‘pictures are placed in churches so that those who cannot read in 

books might ‘read’ by viewing the walls’. 89 

The origins of the decorated book are obscure.  Seneca (d. 65AD) 

complained about the luxurious works of classical bibliophiles but did not 

mention the decoration.90  Early Christians borrowed Hellenic Old Testament 

illustration and devised their own form of enhancing the sacred text, including 

the adaptation of  the Coptic ankh-cross to symbolicly express their beliefs. The 

fragments of the Acts of the Apostles (New York, Pierpoint Morgan Library, 

Glazier Collection, cod. 67, MS G 67), is an example of this practice.    

Although early psalters have not survived it can be assumed that they 

were in continuous use because of the commentaries which have survived.  

Commentaries, explanations and glossaries were necessary as the Christian rites 

gradually replaced Jewish worship, and the Hebrew psalms were turned into an 

important part of Christian worship.   The use of the psalter was an important 

part in the ritual of  monastic life and, in this instance, as a relic retained and 

transmitted the memory and power of a saint for posterity. Thus the Cathach, 
                                                 
88 Roger P.H. Green, (trans.) De doctrina christiana, 2.1 (Oxford, 1995), 2.1 
89 Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The uses of images as historical evidence.  
    (London, 2001), p. 48. 
90 Carl Kraeling. The Synagogue, (Excavations at Dura-Europos, final report,  
    VIII, part 1 (New Haven, 1956) pp.  396-397. 
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enshrined in its cumdach, because of its association with Colum Cille, was both  

a battler against the forces of evil and carried into war. 

There is no way of knowing for sure the scribe/artist to whom the 

decoration of the Cathach be attributed, partly because it is the earliest example 

of an illustrated psalter, and partly because any colophon which may have 

existed at the end of the document has long since vanished.  There is no 

orthography with which to compare it, and no contemporaneus documentary 

evidence exists.  Jonathan J J G Alexander advises ‘what is important is not the 

name which always exerts a dangerous magnetic attraction drawing works to it, 

but to constitute an oeuvre with a convincing identity and a rational 

chronological development’.91 I have followed his advice by investigating the 

oeuvre consisting of other manuscripts but, as there is a paucity of information 

about Insular liturgical manuscripts that came before the Book of Durrow, 

Durham A.II.1092 and A.II.17,93 it is difficult to give any definitve provenance to 

the Cathach.  It is, however, the earliest surviving evidence of the development 

of the Irish style of manuscript illumination.  The decoration is neither naïve nor 

amateur in execution, does not reflect the content of the psalms and resists 

textual interpretation. 

Legend has it that the manuscript of the Cathach was hastily copied from 

an exemplar brought from the continent of Europe.  This statement is clearly 

erroneous as the psalter has been carefully planned and written, and, apart from a 

few errors where Old Latin words were used rather than the Vulgate version, it 

gives no sign of being hurried.  The initials do not run into the text, nor do they 

have the appearance of being squashed.  

Timothy O’Neill, a calligrapher, considers the Cathach was written 

rapidly, the whole psalter taking no longer that seventy-two hours to complete; 

but he did not mention the decoration nor the layout, merely the calligraphy 

itself.94  Lawlor concluded that the transcript was made under high pressure.95  

                                                 
91  J J G Alexander, “Italian illuminated manuscripts in British collections,”  
     La miniatura italiana tra gotico e rinascimento: atti del II Congresso di 
     Storia della miniatura italiano, Cortona, 1982, ed. E. Sesti; 2 vols (Florence, 
     1985), Vol. 1, pp. 124-25. 
92  CLA 2:147 
93  CLA 2:149 
94  Timothy O’Neill,  The Irish hand  (Portlaise, 1984; 2nd edition (Cork, 2014),  
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The artist/scribe who painted these initials was not as accomplished as later 

artists but he was, as far as can be ascertained, the precursor of an art that 

culminated in the Book of Kells. 

To make a stylistic analysis of a work made in the remote and distant 

medieval past, as opposed to an iconolgical analysis, it is necessary to study the 

the scribe/artist, his status in the community, and the visual skills of the viewers, 

as the power of images shape conceptions but also at the same time be aware of 

the culture, period and context in which he wrote the manuscript.  The 

artist/scribe could have gained some inspiration, either directly or indirectly, 

from his surrounding, maybe from metalwork and weaponry decorated in the 

Ultimate La Tène style and from decorative stonework which he to used make 

his own style. 

I have considered the subject matter, technique, symbolism and for whom 

the work was made, its purpose and the period to which it belonged.  The initials 

may have had a coded message for the medieval viewer who shared the same 

perceptual powers, but interpreting this work with the historical gulf that 

separates the artist and modern spectator cannot so easily be done.  I have looked 

at the design, composition, space, form, tone and colour, and attempted to put it 

into an historical context which shows that, whilst it may not have been the first 

decorated manuscript, it comes at the beginning of the sequence of the decorated 

Insular Christian manuscripts.  

There is a degree of subjectivity in the analysis I have done, and there are 

omissions because of some lack of evidence.  Because the psalter is incomplete, 

it is not possible to make an overall judgement as to the similarity of the initials.  

No two are identical in design, although some forms are similar.  Only one is 

duplicated.  They are balanced in that the form is consistently and gently 

curvilinear but does not distract the eye.  They are drawn with either broad or 

narrow pen strokes or brushes.  The artist, by using tone created drama and 

emphasis on, for example, the crosses, and colours that subtly expresse the 

emotion of both the Christian meaning, and the Christian imagery in the form of 

                                                                                                                                    
     p. 61. 
95  Hugh J. Lawlor, ‘The Cathach of St Columba’ Proc. R.I.A. C XXXIII 
    (Dublin, 1916), p. 250. 
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the fish, could have felt that he was making a reverential manuscript that was in 

keeping with the monastic life.   

If the manuscript had been written in the small, even, unspaced semi-

uncial letters without the capitals at the beginning of each psalm it would have 

been very monotonous and tiring for the reader.  By organising the spaces into 

which he fitted the letters, ensured that the work was not chaotic and unpleasing 

to the eye, thus giving the reader an additional reason to feel comfortable when 

reading the text and better able to concentrate on its spirituality.  Because there 

are no carpet-pages or divisions between the ‘three-fifties’, and as there is no 

other psalter of similar age with which to compare it, we cannot know if the 

custom to make these divisions was a deliberate ommission, or had not yet been 

‘invented’.  

One aspect of the work which is remarkable is that the letters are very 

evenly drawn on the vellum, the implication being that the vellum was well 

prepared to receive the ink, although as Schauman has noted the manuscript 

appeared to be composed of three different grades of vellum.96  It has been noted 

by T. Julian Brown that some Insular manuscripts are written on a somewhat 

rough surface but this does not appear to be so evident in the Cathach.97    It is 

noticeable that the letters, although drawn in a somewhat exuberant manner, are 

also painted or written with a very firm hand.   

Nordenfalk expressed the opinion that the initials of the Cathach are 

fundamentally different from those in Late Antique manuscripts in their structure 

and style and so cannot have been of inspiration for artist and concluded that 

they came early in the development of Insular book art.98 It is my opinion that 

this manuscript is the first surviving Irish manufactured psalter based on the style 

of decoration, the manner in which the vellum was assembled, the diminuendo 

effect and the paleography, as detailed by Schauman and I conclude that the 

artist/scribe drew his inspiration from his surroundings, or his own artistic 

                                                 
96 BellaSchauman. The emergence and progress of the Irish script to the year 
   700. Unpublished Ph. D. thesis, University of Toronto, 1974. 255. 
97 T. Julian Brown (ed.) ‘The distribution and significance of membrane prepared 
    in the Insular manner’ in A paleographer’s view; the selected writings of 
   T. Julian Brown (London, 1993).  
98 Carl Nordenfalk, Studies in the history of book illumination (London, 1992),  
   p. 78-79. 
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abilities, not from images he had seen on the manuscript from which he copied 

the psalms, but to put his own interpretation suitable for a monastic setting for 

either himself or his community. 

Finally I conclude that this was not a manuscript penned by an older man.  

If the manuscript was written by Colum Cille, who died c. 593 at the age of 73 or 

thereabouts, it must have been written, in my opinion, mid-sixth century when he 

was an active person.. 
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Appendix 1 

Copy of letter sent by Melicent O’Donnell to Dr H.J. Lawlor 

(RCB Library MS 38.3/64) 

 
5 Nov. 1919       Newport House, 
                              Newport, 
                 Co. Mayo 
Dear Dr Lawlor, 

Thanks for yours of the 3rd Nov.   
I am much interested in your work about the “Cathach of St Columba & I 

am pleased to see that you agree with our family tradition as to its date 650 and 
the probability of its having been written by the Saint himself. 

Perhaps it may interest you to hear something concerning the missing 
jewel in the shrine. 

My Grandfather Sir Richard O’Donel gave the “Cathach” into the safe 
keeping of the Royal Irish Academy but in the year 1860-1861 he had brought it 
back to Newport House and it was here about that, how long before I do not 
know. 

To this jewel which reposed on a piece of the Saint’s Garment was of 
course attributed miraculous powers for the cure of diseases in men and also in 
cattle. 

It was therefore somehow removed from the shrine and in the possession 
of a man named O’Donnell in Mulrany whose son went to America taking the 
jewel with him = about ten years ago this man was alive and in Chicago.  One of 
my grandfather’s servants was related to the man in Mulrany and it is supposed, 
that he borrowed the jewel intending no doubt to put it back. 
 If I may have another copy I shall feel much obliged as I have a Scotch 
friend who I know would be much interested. 
 
I remain, 

Yours sincerely, 

Melicent O’Donel   
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Appendix 2                            Psalms Analysis 
Folio Psalm Initial Category First Line – as written in the Cathach 
1 verso 31 B IL Beati quorum remissae sunt iniquitates 
2 verso 32 E T Exsultate iusti in domino rectos decet conlaudatio 
3 recto 33 B P Benedicam dominum in omni tempore 
4 recto 34 I T Iudica domine nocentes me 
5 verso 35 D IL [D]I [xit iniustus ut dilinquat in semetipso] 
6 recto 36 N W Noli emulari in malignantibus 
7 verso 37 D W Domine Ne in furore tuo arguas me 
8 verso 38 E IL Exsultate iusti in domino rectos decet conlaudatio 
9 verso 39 E IL Exspectans exsp]ct[aui dominum et intendit mihi] 
10 recto 40 B IL/T Beatus qui intelligit super egenum et pauperem 
11 recto  41 Q IL QUEMADmodum desiderat ceruus ad fontes 
11 verso 42 I IL Iudica me deus et discerne causam meam 
12 recto 43 D IL DeuS auribus nostris audiuimus 
13 verso 44 E CL ERUCtauit cor meum uerbum bonum 
14 recto 45 D RK DeuS noster refugium uirtus    / nos nimis 
14 verso 46 O Z Omnes gentes plaudite manibus 
14 verso 47 M RY Magnus dominus et laudabilis nimis 
15 verso 48 A Z AUDITE haec onmes gentes 
16 recto 49 D W Deus deorum dominus locutus est et uocauit terram 
17 recto 50 M L MISerere mei deus secundum [magnam] 
18 recto 51 Q IL QUID Gloriatur in malitia qui potens iniquitatem 
18 verso 52 D IL Dixit insipiens in corde suo non deus  
19 recto 53 D IL Deus In nomine tuo saluum me fac 
19 recto 54 E IL Exaudi deus orationem meum 
20 recto  55 M IL Mise[re mei deus quoniam conculcauit] 
21 recto 56 M IL Miserere mei deus miserere mei 
21 verso 57 S IL Si uere utique iustitiam loquemini 
22 recto 58 E CL Eripe me de inimicis meus deus 
23 recto 59 D IL DeuS repulisti nos et destruisti nos 
23 verso 60 E CL Exaudi deus depraecationem meam 
23 verso 61 N IL Nonne deo subiecta erit anima mea 
24 verso 62 D TR DeuS Deus meus ad te de luce uiglio 
25 recto 63 E TR Exaudi deus orationem meam cum depraecor 
25 recto 64 T IL TE Decet ymnus deus in sion 
26 recto 65 I T Iuibilate deo omnis terra 
26 verso 66 D P/T DeuS Miser[ea]tur nostri et bene[dicat nobis] 
27 recto  67 E T EXSurgat deus et dissipentur inimic[i eius] 
28 verso 68 S IL SALuum me fac deus quoniam intrauerunt [aquae] 
30 verso 69 D IL DeuS IN adiutorium meum intende 
30 verso 70 I IL IN Te Domine speraui non confundar in aeternum 
31 verso 71 D IL DeuS iudicium tuum regi da 
32 verso 72 Q RK QUAm bonus israhel deus his qui recto sunt corde 
33 verso 73 U W Ut quid deus repulisti in finem    /tuae 
34 verso 74 C CL CON Fitebimur tibi deus confitebimur 
35 recto 75 N T Notus in iudea deus 
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35 verso 76 U Z Uoce mea ad dominum clamaui 
36 verso 77 A IL Adtendite populus meus legem meam 
39 verso 78 D RK/W Deus uenerunt gentes in hereditatem tuam  
40 recto 79 Q CL Qui regis irahe intende 
41 recto 80 E CL Exultate deo adiutori nostro 
41 verso 81 D L Deus Stetit in synagoga deorum 
42 recto 82 D L Deus Quis similis erit deus 
42 verso 83 Q CL Quam dilecta tabernacula tua domine uirtutum 
43 recto 84 B Z Benedidisti domine terram tuam 
43 verso 85 I CL IN clina domine aurem tuam  et: exuadi me 
44 recto 86 F IL Fundamenta eius in montibus sanctis 
44 verso 87 D Z Domine DeuS salutis meae in die clamaui et noc 
45 recto 88 M IL Misericordias domini in aeternum c[antabo] 
47 recto 89 D RK/IL Domine refugium tu factus es nobis 
48 recto 90 Q CL QUI Habitat in adiutorio altissimi 
48 verso 91 B TR Bonum est confiteri domino 
49 recto 92 D T Dominus regnauit decorem indutus est 
49 verso 93 D RY DeuS uLtionum dominus deus ultionum libere egit 
50 verso 94 U CL UENite exultemus domino 
51 recto 95 C RY CANtate domino canticum nouum 
51 verso 96 D RY Dominus regnabit exsultet terra 
52 recto 97 C RY CANtate domino canticum nouum 
52 verso 98 D RY Dominus regnauit irascantur populi 
52 verso 99 I RY Iubilate deo omnis terra: seruite domino in laetitia 
53 recto 100 M P Misericordiam et iudicium cantabo tibi domine 
53 verso 101 D RK Domine exaudi orationem meam 
54 verso 102 B IL BENEdic anima mea domino 
55 verso 103 B P BENEDic anima mea domino 
56 verso 104 C P CONfitemini domino et inuocate nomen eius 
58 verso  105 C L? CONfitemini domino quoniam bonus 
 
OLD TESTAMENT CATEGORIES ACCORDING TO LITERARY GENRE:99 
CL-COMMUNITY LAMENT; IL – INDIVIDUAL LAMENT; L – LITURGICAL; P – PRAISE;  
RK – ROYAL PSALM OF THE KING; RY – ROYAL PSALM OF YAHWEH AS KING; 
T – THANKSGIVING; TR – TRUST; W WISDOM; Z - ZION 
 
 
COMMENTS 
Psalm categories varied in the Christian tradition  
Lost or illegible words are enclosed in square brackets 
Contractions have been expanded and the supplied letters are written in italics 
 = final m 
 

 

                                                 
99 Lawrence Boadt, Reading the Old Testament (New York, 1984), p. 282 
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Appendix 3 
The cumdach (NMI R. 2835) 
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Appendix 4 
                                                                                                                                                                     

 
f.  46r    Psalm 36 
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Appendix 5  The littorae notabiliores 
 

           

Figures     1 - 11        68 

Figures   12 – 25        69 

Figures   26 – 31        70 

Figures   32 – 38        71 

Figures   39 – 48        72 

Figures   49 – 51        73 

Figures   52 – 57        74 

Figures   58 – 64        75 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 68 

 
Figure 1. 
f. 15v/A/Ps. 48 
 

 
Figure 2.  
f. 36v/A/Ps. 77 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3. 
f. 3r/B/Ps. 33 
 
 

 
Figure 4. 
f. 43r/B/Ps. 84 
 

 
Figure 5. 
f. 48v/B/Ps. 91 
 

 
Figure 6. 
f. 54v/B/Ps. 102 
 

 
Figure 7. 
f. 55v/B/Ps. 103 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 8. 
f. 34v/C/Ps. 74 
 

 
Figure 9. 
f. 51r/C/Ps. 95 
 

 
Figure 10. 
f. 52r/C/Ps. 97 
 

 
Figure 11. 
f. 56v/C/Ps.104 
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Figure 12 
f. 7v/D/Ps. 37 
 

 
Figure 13. 
f. 8v/D/Ps. 35 
 

 
Figure 14. 
f. 12r/D/Ps. 43 
 

 
Figure 15. 
f. 14r.D/Ps. 45 
 

 
Figure 15. 
f. 18v/D/Ps. 52 
 

  
Figure 16. 
f. 19r/D/Ps. 53 
 

 
Figure 17. 
f. 23r/D/Ps. 59 
 

 
Figure 18. 
f. 24v/D/Ps. 62 
 

 
Figure 19. 
f. 27r/D/Ps. 66 
 

 
Figure 20. 
f. 30v/D/Ps. 69 
 
 

 
Figure 21.  
f. 31v/D/Ps. 71 
 

 
Figure 22. 
f. 39v/D/Ps. 78 
 

 
Figure 23.  
f. 41v/D/Ps. 81 
 

 
Figure 24. 
f. 42r/D/Ps. 82 
 
 

 
Figure 25. 
f. 44v/D/Ps. 87 
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Figure 26. 
f. 47r/D/Ps. 89 
 

 
Figure 27. 
f. 49r/D/Ps. 92 
 

 
Figure 28. 
f. 49v/D/Ps. 93 
 

 
Figure 29. 
f. 51v/D/Ps. 96 
 

 
Figure 30. 
f. 52v/D/Ps. 98 

 

 
Figure 31. 
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Figure 32. 
f. 13r/E/Ps 44 
 

 
Figure 33. 
f. 22r/E/Ps.58 
 

 
Figure 34. 
f. 23v/E/Ps. 60 
 

 
Figure 35. 
f. 25v/E/Ps. 63 
 

 
Figure 36. 
f. 27r/E/Ps. 67 
 

 
Figure 37. 
f. 41r/E/Ps. 80 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 38. 
f. 44r/F/Ps. 86 
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Figure 39. 
f. 4r/I/Ps. 34 
 

 
Figure 40. 
f. 11v/I/Ps. 42 
 

 
Figure 41.  
f. 26r/I/Ps. 65 
 

 
Figure 42. 
f. 30v/I/Ps. 70 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 43. 
f. 43v/I/Ps. 85 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 44. 
f. 17v/M/Ps. 50 
 

 
Figure 45. 
f. 20v/M/Ps. 55 
 

 
Figure 46. 
f. 21r/M/Ps. 56 
 

 
Figure 47. 
f. 45r/M/Ps. 88 
 

 
Figure 48. 
f. 53r/M/Ps. 100 
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Figure 49. 
f. 6r/N/Ps. 36 
 

 
Figure 50. 
f. 35r/N/Ps. 75 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 51.  
f. 14v/O/Ps. 46 
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Figure 52. 
f. 11r/Q/Ps. 41 
 

 
Figure 53. 
f. 18r/Q/Ps. 51 
 

 
Figure 54. 
f. 32v/Q/Ps. 72 
 

 
Figure 55. 
f. 40r/Q/Ps. 79 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Figure 56.  
f. 42v/Q/Ps. 83 
 

 
Figure 57. 
f. 48r/Q/Ps. 90 
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Figure 59. 
f. 21v/S/Ps. 57 
 

 
Figure 60. 
f. 28v/S/Ps. 68 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 61. 
f. 28v/T/Ps. 64 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 62. 
f. 33v/U/Ps. 73 
 

 
Figure 63. 
f. 35v/U/Ps. 76 
 

 
Figure 64. 
f. 50v/U/Ps. 94 
 

 
Figure 65. 
f. 4r/I/Ps. 34 
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