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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis is the first study investigating the motif of the Tree of Life and Tree of 

Knowledge in Irish Christian art and iconography between the seventh and twelfth 

centuries AD. It deals with the pre-Christian Irish sacred tree traditions, a general 

overview of both the nature and representations of the Tree of Life and Tree of 

Knowledge, followed with an exploration of their subsequent absorption into Irish 

Christian art and iconography. 

This study considers a wide range of material, both in the preparatory 

overview as well as in the ensuing survey of the Irish evidence. The range of the 

media investigated includes relevant documentary sources and materials such as 

metal, stone, vellum and wood. 

In the course of this examination the thesis highlights the use of Classical 

motifs in the representations of the Tree of Life in Irish art, though sparse as they 

occur. In studying the representations of the Tree of Knowledge on the Adam and 

Eve panels of the Irish high crosses this thesis reveals that they fall into two distinct 

forms based on their stylistic appearance, and that one form is significantly 

predominant. Focusing on just one panel reveals artistic and stylistic connections 

between individual crosses heretofore unknown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

xiv 
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

 

I owe my gratitude to a number of people who have encouraged and supported me 

on this long journey. Firstly, I would like to thank my supervisor Conor Newman for 

the constant support and encouragement. Without his guidance, knowledge, and 

also stamina (particularly in having to read my sometimes all-too-German syntax) 

this thesis would not have been completed, and I will always be grateful for that. 

I am also indebted to Professor John Waddell, for accepting a change of mind many 

years ago that consequently lead me on this journey. Thanks to Dr. Kieran O’Conor, 

who read and provided very useful commentary on the text and to Angela 

Gallagher, Joe Fenwick and Sandra Getty for always being supportive and 

encouraging during my research. 

I also enjoyed the friendship and support I received from my fellow postgraduates, 

in particular Eve Campbell, Kate Leonard, Ros Ó Maoldúin and Fiona Gavin and 

I would like to thank them for their inspiration, advice and encouragement. 

Thanks to my daughter Franzi and my sister Ines for their love, support and 

patience. Finally, I would like to pay tribute to my partner Brian, whose loving 

encouragement and support helped me at times when I most needed it. Without it, 

this work would have been considerably more difficult to finish, and it is to him that 

I dedicate this thesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 1: Introduction 

1 
 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

The tree is one of the most enduring universal symbols in human history. As a form, 

an object, a natural phenomenon, it has invited symbolism onto itself, more so than 

any other living entity. Over a vast geographical, chronological and cultural range, 

the tree has left an indelible footprint in the canon of symbolism, religious and 

mythological.1 Often conceived of as being sacred, the tree was variously an image 

of the cosmos, a cosmic theophany, a symbol of resurrection and rebirth, an agent 

of sanctification, a hierophany, a totemic sibling,2 an umbilicus and mediator 

                                                      
1 Miranda J. Aldhouse-Green, Symbol and Image in Celtic Religious Art, (London; New York: 
Routledge, 1989); Zofja Ameisenowa, "The Tree of Life in Jewish Iconography," Journal of the 
Warburg Institute 2, no. 4 (1939); Romuald Bauerreiss, Arbor Vitae: Der "Lebensbaum" und seine 
Verwendung in Liturgie, Kunst und Brauchtum des Abendlandes, (Munchen: Neuer Filser-Verlag, 
1938); Paul C. Bauschatz, The Well and the Tree: World and Time in Early Germanic Culture, 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1982); Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, "The Inverted Tree," 
The Quarterly Journal of the Mythic Society XXIX, no. 2 (1938); Amots Dafni, "Rituals, Ceremonies and 
Customs Related to Sacred Trees with a Special Reference to the Middle East," Journal of 
Ethnobiology and Ethnomedicine, no. 3:28 (2007); Stephanie Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia: 
Creation, the Flood, Gilgamesh, and Others, (Oxfor; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009); Hilda 
Ellis Davidson, The Lost Beliefs of Northern Europe, (London: Routledge, 1993); Hilda Ellis Davidson, 
Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe: Early Scandinavian and Celtic religions, (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1988); Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, (Lincoln and 
London: University of Nebraska Press, 1958); James Frazer, The Golden Bough, (London: Macmillan, 
1890); Marie-Henriette Gates, "The Palace of Zimri-Lim at Mari," The Biblical Archaeologist 47, no. 2 
(1984); Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess: Unearthing the Hidden Symbols of Western 
Civilization, (San Francisco: Harper, 1991); Oswald Götz, Der Feigenbaum in der Religiösen Kunst des 
Abendlandes, (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1965); L. V. Grinsell, "Some Sacred Trees and Rag-Bushes in 
Cyprus," Folklore 101, no. 2 (1990); Hubertus Hagemeier, Karlsschanze - Drudenhöhle - Irminsul: 
Geschichte und Geschichten der Heimat, (Berlin: ProBusiness, 2010); Uno Holmberg-Harva, "Der 
Baum des Lebens," Annales Academiae Scientiarum Fennicae XVI, no. 3 (1922); Åke Hultkrantz, "New 
Look at the World Pillar in Arctic and Sub-Arctic Religions," in Shamanism and Northern Ecology, ed., 
J. Pentikäinen (Berlin; New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1996); Edwin O. James, The Tree of Life: An 
Archaeological Study, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1967); Frank J. Korom, "Of Navels and Mountains: A Further 
Inquiry into the History of an Idea," Asian Folklore Studies 51, no. 1 (1992); Samuel N. Kramer, 
Sumerian Mythology: A study of Spiritual and Literary Achievement in the Third Millennium B.C., 
(Online library: Forgotten Books, 1944; reprint, 2007); Otto Lauffer, "Schicksalsbaum und 
Lebensbaum im Deutschen Glauben und Brauch," Zeitschrift fur Volkskunde 7 (1937); George 
Lechler, "The Tree of Life in Indo-European and Islamic Cultures," Ars Islamica 4 (1937); S. Parpola, 
"The Assyrian Tree of Life - Tracing the Origins of Jewish Monotheism and Greek Philosophy," Journal 
of near Eastern Studies 52, no. 3 (1993); N. Perrot, Les représentations de l'arbre sacré sur les 
monuments de Mésopotamie et d'Élam, (P. Geuthner, 1937); Barbara N. Porter, "Sacred Trees, Date 
Palms, and the Royal Persona of Ashurnasirpal-Ii," Journal of Near Eastern Studies 52, no. 2 (1993); 
Alden Watson, "The King, the Poet and the Sacred Tree," Études Celtique 18 (1981); Paul Watson, 
"The Tree of Life," Restoration Quarterly 23, no. 4 (1980); Arent J. Wensinck, Tree and Bird as 
Cosmological Symbols in Western Asia, (Amsterdam: J. Müller, 1921); Geo Widengren, The King and 
the Tree of Life in Ancient Near Eastern Religion, (Upsala: A.-B. Lundequistska Bokhandeln, 1951). 
2 Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, 267. 
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between people and their gods. However, there are two outstanding motifs that 

prevail: the tree as the symbol of life, and the tree as the centre of the world and 

cosmographic navel. These two themes are the ones that speak most clearly and 

eloquently to what it is that is the power of the tree; a phenomenon that arouses, 

by dint of its size, form, life-cycle, longevity, bounteousness and functionality, all 

manner of symbolic meaning. Rooted deep in the earth, its branches reach to the 

sky. 

As a symbol of life, trees were considered sacred because in the cosmologies 

of many ancient cultures the ultimate source for the renewal of life resided in the 

realm of the divine. Marked by the ability to regenerate life, trees appear to have 

been imbued with divine power, manifesting in a cyclical life-rhythm; a periodic and 

seemingly never-ending revolution. The sacred tree by the virtue of its power to 

renew life was, ipso facto, a ‘tree of life’. Yet, mythological, historical, and 

archaeological evidence demonstrate that the term ‘Tree of Life’ did not exist prior 

to its Christian appearance in Genesis, despite the tendency of both early and even 

recent scholars to assign this Biblical interpretation to virtually any mythological 

tree or its artistic expression.3 

Late nineteenth and early twentieth century scholarship established that the 

Biblical trees of Life and of Knowledge are the culmination of a long history of 

sacred trees that are found in the mythology and art of numerous ancient cultures 

of the Near East,4 of which one example will suffice, viz. the mid-third millennium 

BC Sumerian text giš-kin (also known as ‘The legend of the kiškānû-tree). Written in 

both Akkadian and Sumerian, giš-kin speaks of a sacred tree growing in a 

sanctuary.5 Widengren was the first to propose that the kiškānû-tree is 

indistinguishable from the Judeo-Christian Tree of Life,6 thus making it one of its 

forbearers. 

The sacred tree is not the sole symbol of life, renewal and immortality in 

early Indo-European cultures. In the many cosmologies, religions and popular 

                                                      
3 For instance: Lechler, "The Tree of Life in Indo-European and Islamic Cultures."; Ameisenowa, "The 
Tree of Life in Jewish Iconography."; Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life; James, The Tree of 
Life; Parpola, "The Assyrian Tree of Life," 161.  
4 Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life, 10. 
5 Ibid., 5-6. 
6 Ibid., 6. 
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traditions it is on an equal footing with other life-bestowing substances, such as 

non-arboreal plants (e.g. herbs), bread, water, and also nectar,7 the majority of 

which are closely linked with particular deities; thus marking their potential to gift 

immortality. For example, the motif of the Egyptian goddess Hathor, who stands in 

a tree and confers immortality through gifts of food and drink. In earlier versions of 

the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Sumerian goddess Siduri appears closely associated with 

the vine. She confers immortality by distributing grapes.8 Greek mythology is 

replete with instances of plants and fruits that impart everlasting life, these include 

ambrosia, ‘the food of gods’, and the Golden Apples, which grow in the Garden of 

the Hesperides.9 But perhaps the best known and the most developed example of 

this motif is the role played by the grape in the myth of Dionysus (Bacchus in Roman 

mythology), the Greek god of wine, who is also linked with fertility and 

immortality.10 

Thus, the biological variety of trees, plants and their fruits that symbolise life 

and appear in such mythologies is influenced by environmental conditions of the 

region in question as well as contacts with surrounding cultures, whether through 

diplomacy, trade or even warfare.11 So evolved was the canon of tree symbols that 

in Mesopotamian iconography, for instance, the sacred tree was depicted in a 

stylised form regardless of its biological species, protocol determining that images 

of whole trees were used in mythological and ‘secular’ tableaux, whereas branches 

and fruits appear to have been specifically reserved for depictions of ritual 

practices.12 In contrast, Egyptian iconography of the sacred tree contains more 

naturalistic elements that are borne out of the general desire to capture vegetation 

at its most lush, verdant and bounteous, thus arresting the transience of the natural 

cycle. The use of stone structures, such as columns (cf. Corinthian columns), for the 

rendition of trees, was essentially a means of achieving this permanently, thereby 

                                                      
7 Watson, "The Tree of Life," 232. 
8 Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, 284. 
9 Paul Harvey, The Oxford Companion to Classical Literature, (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1986), 208. 
10 Ibid., 147. The vine is not the only plant with which Dionysus is associated. 
11 Carol L. Meyers, The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol From the Biblical Cult, 
(Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2003), 98. 
12 Ibid., 106. 
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achieving eternality of image and symbol.13 Such distinctions are also observable 

outside of the Mediterranean basin. 

When the motif of the sacred tree, coupled and twinned in the Christian 

tradition, appears in the Old Testament, it is not surprising that they are placed, 

side-by-side, at the centre of the Garden of Eden, one of them symbolising universal 

knowledge, the other everlasting life. Only from this point onwards does the term 

‘Tree of Life’ enter the lexicon. 

If immortality is one aspect of the Biblical Tree of Life, then centrality is the 

other. Both aspects derive from Near Eastern sacred tree traditions, where the 

sacred tree is often represented as being at the centre of either a sacred place or a 

mythological world, thus distinguishing it as a World Tree. There are four different 

manifestations of the World Tree in the cosmologies and mythologies of many 

ancient, but also modern cultures: as an actual living tree, an inanimate pole, as a 

support for the heavens and finally in the guise of the inverted tree. 

Centrality is the single most significant feature of the sacred tree. Without 

this central position, its sacredness would be diminished and its status reduced. The 

World Tree is central because it is the link to, and the symbolic representation of, 

the gods and the divine world order.14 It serves as a vertical link between the 

inhabited surface of the earth, the sky (often representing a form of heaven) and 

the underworld or nether regions,15 a spiritual (vertical) line, intersecting the point 

that marks the centre of a world. In literature it is also referred to as the axis mundi, 

a term coined by Eliade in the late 1930’s.16 His use of axis mundi as a universal 

mythological concept has recently been criticised and all but dismissed.17 But while 

criticism of his contrived or over-engineered universality seems to be justified, the 

term itself need not be altogether discarded. There are remarkable consistencies in 

respect of conceptions of cosmic order in general and the symbolism of the tree in 

particular. It cannot be denied that the role of the tree as an ordering agent 

(sometimes), and as a symbol of hierarchical (?) order, occurs across many cultures. 

                                                      
13 Ibid., 110. 
14 Parpola, "The Assyrian Tree of Life," 167. 
15 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1987), 36ff. 
16 Korom, "Of Navels and Mountains," 113. 
17 Ibid., 115. 
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For example, the concept of the axis mundi can be quite legitimately applied to the 

Scandinavian world tree Yggdrasil of Norse cosmology. With the spread of 

Christianity, however, the motif of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge seemed 

to supersede and supplant native sacred tree traditions. It is the aim of this thesis to 

investigate this process as it occurred in Early Medieval Ireland.   

 

1.1 Literature Review 

A preliminary survey suggests that there are relatively few publications dealing with 

specific aspects of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge in an Insular context. 

Consequently, existing continental European research provides a useful resource on 

the subject, perhaps leading to a better understanding of the ways in which the 

concept of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge reached Early Medieval Ireland, 

and how this impacted on the local, long established sacred tree tradition in 

general. 

This literature review is not only concerned with the development of the 

Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge in a European and Near Eastern context, but will 

also include the wider sacred tree tradition insofar as it is directly connected to the 

evolution of the Tree of Life. 

 

There is scarcely any symbol more ancient or more widely distributed than 

that of the cosmic Tree of Life with its promise of immortality and everlasting 

youth - a remarkable product of Semitic imagination in Western Asia. With 

the exception of the Cross of Christ, which is itself an embodiment of the Tree 

of Life in another form, no other symbol has been the subject of so much 

published research. 18 

 

Ameisenowa’s19 much-cited opening lines reflect the importance of the Tree of Life 

and underline the range of European scholarship on this subject which was 

produced at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth  century. 

                                                      
18 Ameisenowa, "The Tree of Life in Jewish Iconography," 326. 
19 Ibid. 
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This scholarship was part of a wider and more intense body of research into oriental 

and European studies of this period which incorporated a wide range of disciplines, 

such as religious studies, philosophy, mythology and folklore as well as art history, 

to name but a few. 

An overview of early European scholarship of the Tree of Life motif and its 

symbolism reveals that the majority of publications centre on its depiction in 

mythology and folklore traditions. The first chapter of Wensinck's20 1921 Tree and 

Bird as Cosmological Symbols in Western Asia is an extensive exploration of (sacred) 

trees in the ancient Near East; their cosmological significance and their close 

connection to other elements, such as the sun, the ocean and mountains. He refers 

to depictions on Mesopotamian cylinder seals, and descriptions in Assyrian 

literature and the Epic of Gilgamesh specifically, and categorises the (sacred) tree 

according to topography, the tree in the centre, at the ends of the earth (the east 

and west), in paradise and in hell. Wensinck also takes into account the various 

conceptions of the (sacred) tree, as the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge and their 

antithetical nature, and is concerned about how descriptions in mythology and 

depictions on artefacts can and should be interpreted, all the while comparing his 

findings with a close reading of the Biblical narrative. While his material is very 

thoroughly researched, of concern is the direct association with the Biblical text, an 

approach that is susceptible to misinterpreting the original source.21 

                                                      
20 Wensinck, Tree and Bird as Cosmological Symbols in Western Asia. 
21 It has to be noted that prior to Genesis the concepts of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge are 

not free from ambiguity. The attributes of both trees are deeply intertwined, and therefore a 
conceptual distinction is much more difficult and varies with each interpretation, often resulting in 
research literature as the single image of the Tree of Life. This may be a result of the methodology 
employed, which starts from the known, the Book of Genesis, where there is a clear distinction 
between the two trees. With these separate concepts in mind, an exploration backwards in time is in 
danger of being coloured by the attempt to keep their antithetical nature separate. This can be 
observed in numerous publications (i.e. James [fn. 2], Wensinck (fn. 6]), and makes a critical 
evaluation of the literature more difficult in two respects when looking at the evolution of the Tree 
of Life and Tree of Knowledge. First, the concept of the Tree of Life preceding its appearance in 
Genesis could potentially contain the idea of the Tree of Knowledge as well. Second, the origin of the 
Tree of Knowledge is therefore difficult to establish, except for the general assumption that it also 
can be found in the sacred tree. It seems so far that the connotation of the sacred tree always 
comprised the combined attributes of the later Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge, until they 
diverge, most notably, in the Book of Genesis. 
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The works of Otto Lauffer22 Schicksalsbaum und Lebensbaum im deutschen Glauben 

und Brauch (The tree of fate and the tree of life in German beliefs and traditions), 

published in 1937 and Romuald Bauerreiss23 Arbor Vitae, published in 1938, both 

focus on the impact of the Tree of Life in a Germanic context and the Christian West 

respectively. Both offer a methodological ‘template’ useful for the exploration of 

the symbolism of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge in Early Irish medieval art 

and iconography. 

Arbor Vitae presents an art-historical overview of the various expressions of 

the Tree of Life. Divided into two major parts, the first part looks into expressions of 

the Tree of Life as a cross and as a tree, as well as its connection with other media, 

such as water and animals. The second part is an investigation of how the Tree of 

Life symbolism is employed in various religious interpretations such as in liturgy, as 

representation in church ornaments, as symbol of protection in sepulchral art, as 

Christmas tree and in connection with saints in a European context. 

Bauerreiss’ starting point is the early medieval Christian West. He is not 

concerned with the development of the Tree of Life motif as such, reiterating that 

the influence of the Holy Scripture compared to other literary writings on the 

representation of art is a given, and therefore the fundamental interpretation of the 

development of the Tree of Life motif for him is that: “The Tree of Life is but an 

expression of the Cross in the Old Testament, the lignum vitae is the lignum 

crucis”;24  a concept that was widely accepted and used from the fourth century 

onwards. This is also his core concept and the position from which he starts his 

survey. Taking into consideration that this book was published in 1938 against the 

backdrop of an evolving political orthodoxy in Germany, the lack of critical 

exploration of how the developmental roots of the Tree of Life might have 

influenced its later expressions is understandable. Instead there is only a statement 

that its sources are Semitic and/or altchristlich (ancient Christian). What we are 

presented with here is merely a quantitative inventory; to catalogue the various 

instances of the Tree of Life motif. 

                                                      
22 Lauffer, "Schicksalsbaum und Lebensbaum im Deutschen Glauben und Brauch." 
23 Bauerreiss, Arbor Vitae: Der "Lebensbaum" und seine Verwendung in Liturgie, Kunst und 
Brauchtum des Abendlandes. 
24 Ibid., 4.  



Chapter 1: Introduction 

8 
 

In his survey of the Christian West Bauerreiss also ventured towards Ireland and 

explored the origins of the shamrock, the symbol of St Patrick, offering a plausible 

account which traces it back to the equal armed Greek cross, and thus to one 

expression of the Tree of Life.25 Unfortunately, other than having recorded the 

various occurrences of the Tree of Life, his research seemed to him to be quite 

futile, for in the last paragraph he laments: 

 

My hope with this study to get an insight into the mindset of our ancestors 

was not fulfilled. I concur with Prof. Otto Lauffer who studied the Tree of Life 

motif from a completely different angle (citing Lauffer): “As far as pictures 

and documents are available to us, we encounter the Tree of Life in the 

German tradition only in the sense of the ‘Tree of Destiny’, according to my 

knowledge. The concept of ‘the tree of eternal life’ was introduced by 

Christianity, borrowed from Babylonian-Assyrian traditions and conveyed 

through the Old Testament. There is nothing more to say about the ‘Tree of 

Life’ in German beliefs and tradition. Yet, he who thinks he might be able to 

say more about it has the duty to prove the accuracy of his claim.26      

(own translation) 

 

Nonetheless, Bauerreiss’ principal methodology is useful for a comparative 

approach and understanding the ways in which Tree of Life motif was employed in 

the Christian West in general, and the ways it could have been in Ireland during the 

early medieval ages, specifically. Published in 1937 Lechler’s27 The Tree of Life in 

Indo-European and Islamic Cultures attempts to give a general overview of its 

occurrences, from Neolithic to Christian times over a vast geographical area. But 

without any systematic approach it ends up like a Sammelsurium, a potpourri of 

thrown-together literary and artefactual sources, which are supposed to be 

connected to or represent the Tree of Life. 

                                                      
25 Ibid., 125. 
26 Ibid., 139. 
27 Lechler, "The Tree of Life in Indo-European and Islamic Cultures." 
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It was not until James’28 work The Tree of Life – An Archaeological Study, published 

in 1967, that a comprehensive survey of the Tree of Life motif across Europe and 

the Near East, spanning from the Neolithic to modern times, was successfully 

undertaken. He takes a very broad approach of the study of the motif of the Tree of 

Life as it appears in various ancient religions, art and mythologies. 

Divided into eight chapters, James’ work explores the diverse 

representations of the sacred tree/Tree of Life in connection with various concepts, 

in material form (water and stones), socio-political (kingship), gender (female 

principle), and celestial/spiritual form (cosmic context, cult of the dead and 

Paradise), as well as a chapter on the theme of the Tree of Life. James is also 

specifically dealing with an important distinction between a sacred tree and the 

Tree of Life. As the Tree of Life is also a sacred tree there is a need to expand on the 

distinction, since a sacred tree is not always a Tree of Life. The question is: when 

does a sacred tree become a Tree of Life? He argues that the Tree of Life tended to 

have its roots in the concept of Paradise (and not only the Biblical one); that this is 

the one feature distinguishing it from a mere sacred tree.29 This clarification of 

terminology is important in order to correctly assess any kind of symbolic 

representation. James also refers to, albeit only in passing, some Irish evidence. He 

presents the pagan Beltaine and Samhain traditions as one form of the overall 

theme of the Tree of Life.30 

When Lucas31 published ‘The sacred trees of Ireland’ in 1963, it was the first 

time that a scholarly attempt had been undertaken to gather all the different 

sources of ancient and modern times concerning sacred trees in order to give a 

comprehensive overview of the development of this tradition in Ireland. Lucas 

divided the sacred trees into six categories: (1) unassociated sacred trees, to which 

the five great legendary species belong; Bile Tortan, Eó Mugna, Eó Rossa, 

Craeb Daithi and Bile Uisnig, (2) trees at inauguration places, (3) trees associated 

with ecclesiastical sites, (4) trees associated with saints, (5) trees at holy wells, 

                                                      
28 James, The Tree of Life. 
29 Ibid., 66. 
30 Ibid., 280. 
31 A. T. Lucas, "The Sacred Trees of Ireland," Journal of the Cork Historical and Archaelogical Society 
68 (1963). 
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(6) trees associated with funerals, as well as some consideration about the rowan 

tree and ‘lone bushes’. What immediately becomes obvious is that his concerns are 

only the sacred trees (of the Irish pagan tradition) set in a Christian context. He fails 

to deal with the pre-Christian aspects of this tradition, and furthermore omits two 

of the most sacred trees that arrived in Ireland with Christianity, the Tree of Life and 

the Tree of Knowledge; two trees which effectively shaped not only the early 

medieval Irish faith, art and mythology, but also the development of native sacred 

trees traditions. 

There are several publications that deal with singular aspects of the Tree of 

Life/Tree of Knowledge in an Insular context. The apocryphal writings which 

connect the Tree of Life and/or the Tree of Knowledge with the Cross of Crucifixion 

played a major part in medieval traditions, expressed in art and iconography. 

Éamon Ó Carragain32 explored in Ritual and the Rood: Liturgical Images and the Old 

English Poems of the Dream of the Rood Tradition. Jennifer O’Reilly33 takes an 

overview of the rough-hewn cross in Anglo-Saxon art, and like other scholars such 

as Ladner,34 who have written on the subject of the association between the Cross 

and the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge, she demonstrates that such trees 

occupy a more central position in Early Irish art than has been previously 

recognised. 

 

1.2 Aims and Methodology 

This is the first dedicated study of the artistic expressions of the Tree of Life and 

Tree of Knowledge in Early Medieval Ireland, with a chronological range from the 

eighth to the twelfth century AD. A principal concern of this thesis is the absorption 

of this iconography from the Early Medieval Christian cultures of the Mediterranean 

into early Christian Irish art. 

                                                      
32 Éamonn Ó Carragáin, Ritual and the Rood : Liturgical Images and the Old English Poems of the 
Dream of the Rood Tradition, (London: British Library, 2005). 
33 Jennifer O'Reilly, "The Rough-Hewn Cross in Anglo-Saxon Art," in Ireland and Insular Art AD 500 - 
1200, ed., M. Ryan (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 1987). 
34 Gerhard B. Ladner, "Medieval and Modern Understanding of Symbolism: A Comparison," 
Speculum 54, no. 2 (1979). 
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Consequently, the first aim of this research was to establish the canon of symbolic 

renditions of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge in Irish Christian art with 

reference to, inter alia, the European corpus. This proceeded hand-in-hand with an 

extended period of documentary research to become familiar with the many 

different aspects and manifestations of the Biblical trees specifically, as well as their 

progenitor, the sacred tree, in general. An initial survey established that 

international research into sacred tree traditions and the Tree of Life in the 

Near East and Europe reached its height at the end of the nineteenth and the 

beginning of the twentieth century in a number of different languages. This 

enormous corpus encompassed publications across a wide range of disciplines, 

including archaeology, art history, history, philosophy and theology. Focusing on 

publications in English and German in particular, reading concentrated on 

archaeological and art-historical aspects of the sacred tree/Tree of Life in general, 

perusing other lines of enquiry as necessary. Whereas this selection provided both 

general understandings and useful comparanda, it became apparent that only a few 

commentators dealt with the sacred tree, Tree of Life and/or Tree of Knowledge in 

the Early Medieval Insular landscape, and even fewer explored the Irish context. 

The study of pre-Christian Irish sacred tree traditions was considered to be 

an integral part of this research, predicating the second aim, which was to establish 

how the arrival of the Christian concepts and representations of the Tree of Life and 

Tree of Knowledge affected the native Early Medieval Irish sacred tree tradition, 

and vice versa; to consider to what extent, if any, did they displace or converge with 

traditions of tree lore and sacred trees in Pre-Christian and early Christian Ireland. 

The literature review revealed that the seminal works of both James35 and 

Lucas36 provided some valuable starting points, but only with reference to the 

sacred tree. When it comes to the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge however, 

their archaeological and art-historical aspects are rarely the subject of study in their 

own right, but rather it is the context in which they appear that is examined, and 

this predominantly in relation to the British evidence. Moreover, the visibility of 

Tree of Life iconography generally, but here specifically in an Irish context, is 

                                                      
35 James, The Tree of Life. 
36 Lucas, "The Sacred Trees of Ireland." 
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problematic; from the myriad images of plants/vegetation/trees only in very few 

cases can the Tree of Life be identified with any confidence, in reality only when 

these are of Late Antique form. Thus, the traditional approach of first surveying and 

organising the evidence into an annotated catalogue, in order to then discuss the 

findings was unsuitable. 

The third aim of the research focuses on the extent to which early Christian 

Irish representations of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge motif were 

influenced by the way they were depicted in early Christian Europe. Because 

definitive identification of Tree of Life iconography is problematic in so many cases, 

considerations regarding this question concentrates, perforce, on depictions of the 

Tree of Knowledge. Its identification presented no difficulty as it occurs solely in 

connection with the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise and conforms to the 

standard Classical model as witnessed on the Adam and Eve panels on Irish high 

crosses. Identifying those panels and recording the various forms of the Tree of 

Knowledge, formed the foundation of this part of the research. In this, Harbison’s 

excellent survey of the Irish high crosses37 proved to be an indispensable tool, as it 

contained a descriptive catalogue and detailed photography of the crosses. 

This phase of the work established that the depiction of the Tree of 

Knowledge can be clearly divided into two forms, with only one panel found which 

portrays both. This finding guided all subsequent investigations. While all twenty-six 

Adam and Eve panels were examined, six panels (and their respective crosses) were 

identified as suitable case studies; Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, Co Louth; 

Durrow, Co. Offaly; Drumcliff, Co. Sligo; Boho, Co. Fermanagh; Lisnaskea, Co. 

Fermanagh and Donaghmore, Co. Down. 

All six panels were recorded, i.e. sketched and photographed, and, with the 

exception of Muiredach’s Cross, rubbed. Regardless of the fact that these six 

crosses may not be in their original position, experiencing these monuments was an 

important part of this research for several reasons. Even with the passage of eleven 

centuries between their erection and today, focusing on one panel only, or seeing it 

in relation to the whole iconographical programme of the cross, still triggers 

                                                      
37 Peter Harbison, The High Crosses of Ireland: An Iconographical and Photographic Survey, 3 vols., 
vol. 1, (Bonn: R. Rabelt, 1992). 
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different responses from the ‘reader’. The position of the Adam and Eve panels on 

the cross undoubtedly influenced the way they were perceived (there is surely a 

hierarchical or narrative point applying to their position on the shaft), as did the 

attitude of the observer; whether kneeling in front of them, standing, or walking 

around the cross. There is merit in the fact that the different aspects of these 

hugely impressive monumental sculptures, as outdoor monuments, are revealed 

over the course of the day, as the sun moves across the sky; an intimacy arises out 

of the privilege of being in the presence of a high cross for a number of hours, even 

if the investment of time is pallid in comparison to the hours and days of 

contemplation undertaken by their contemporaries during the early medieval 

period. As it happens, weather conditions and the poor state of preservation of 

some of the crosses/panels necessitated several visits, as conditions were not 

always favourable for viewing, or for taking photographs or rubbings. The value of 

these visits and the different recording methods became particularly clear during 

post-production work on the photographs. However, while the photographs 

contained many details, they were not always able to convey important elements, 

such as perspective and relationship with the surrounding environment, which 

could only be experienced by visiting the actual locations. The tactile experience 

involved in taking rubbings allowed for yet another way of experiencing it, and it is 

worth recording that during the process of taking the multiple rubbings of the same 

stone which were necessary to get a ‘feel’ for the surface underneath, one arrived 

at a point where one’s fingertips were, as it were, ‘reading’ the surface of the stone 

as though it were braille. In other words, there is considerably more to the process 

than a detached exercise of applying paper and crayon to the stone; the process is 

interactive to the point of being almost conversational, the stroke of the crayon 

guided by what the fingers already ‘know’. 

While taking rubbings is not difficult, it required some practice and also 

particular materials. First, the choice of paper was important, as it emerged that a 

certain moisture-absorbency was needed for the sheet to mould around the 

protruding details of the stone surface. Overly-thin paper (80gr or lower) tore 

immediately, while the fibres of papers of 120gr or higher resisted moisture intake. 

While there was no problem achieving this level of paper saturation for those high 
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crosses that were exposed to the weather, it was often necessary to either lie the 

paper on moist grass or ground for a moment, or use a damp sponge to achieve 

satisfactory results. The sheet-size also mattered and it was found to be beneficial 

where it was the same size, or bigger, than the panel in question. For larger panels 

it was often necessary to divide the rubbing between two sheets, and it was 

important to insure that they were properly aligned and registered. 

 

 

Plate 1-1: Rubbing, Adam and Eve panel, 
high cross, Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 1-2: Overlapp of two sheets, 
Adam and Eve panel, high cross, 

 

The medium used to do the rubbing had also to be considered. Conventional, small 

oil-based crayons, provided they were thin enough to capture fine details worked 

best. Dark colours, such as black, grey or dark brown are ideal, but lighter colours 

were found to be unsuitable. The same crayon stick was used for each rubbing 

wherever possible, to minimise any variation in results caused by differences in 

material. Great care was taken while producing the rubbings to insure that the 

stone surface itself was not marked or stained. 

Taking rubbings proved to be an important research tool, as they frequently 

revealed details that could not be detected either with the naked eye or in 

photographs. For example, the level of details discovered by examining rubbings of 
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different depictions of the Fall led to the decision to extend the research to 

incorporate the figures of Adam and Eve and of the serpent. 

Consequently, the study of the different expressions of the Tree of 

Knowledge contain a wealth of information that, in addition to differences of the 

form of the tree (form of the crown, branch length, number of fruits) also include 

details of the representations of the Adam and Eve figures (body posture, 

countenance, dress code, exchange of the fruit), as well as additional symbols. The 

research not only considered the panels themselves, but also their position, 

arrangement and manner of representation on their respective crosses. 

Having marshalled all of this evidence, it was now possible to systematically 

compare and contrast the panels as a corpus, from which exercise it was possible to 

identify or propose connections between crosses that had heretofore not been 

analysed at this level of detail. Also, with a more detailed record of the precise 

design and elements of each panel, it was possible to analyse a little more deeply 

the iconographical scheme of these panels. These observations developed into an 

analytical tool which was used to consider comparanda in Britain and on the 

European continent, in order to allow for a consideration of the Irish evidence in an 

international context. 

While it is not an aim per se of this study, focusing on just one panel across a 

range of different high crosses not only contrasted with the usual method of 

studying high crosses (which is to consider the cross as a whole), it also produced 

unexpected insights and, as we shall see, new discoveries. It may be beneficial to 

apply this focused comparative approach to other types of panels which appear on 

several Scripture crosses. As far as the author is aware, this method has only been 

used in one other, as yet unpublished, work.  

 

1.3 Chapter Overview  

While the overall aim of this thesis is to examine the motifs of the Tree of Life and 

Tree of Knowledge in Irish Christian art and iconography, it was considered 

necessary to also include an examination of the Pre-Christian Irish sacred tree 

traditions. 
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Chapter 2, ‘The cult of trees in Ireland’, provides an understanding of its extent, its 

various manifestations and the forms of venerations of the sacred tree that 

permeated early Christian Irish society. This will include Irish mythology, historical 

kingship, the five great Irish sacred trees and the ways in which the veneration of 

certain trees extended to their incorporation into the Early Irish laws and their 

inclusion in parts of the Ogham alphabet. Having explored the various concepts and 

expressions of the Irish sacred tree, the focus of the following chapters is directed 

towards their Biblical incarnation; the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. 

Chapter 3, ‘The Tree of Life - The appropriation of an ancient tradition and 

its realisation in Irish Christian art and iconography’ first presents an overview of 

the nature of the tree, its adoption by the Christian Church and its various 

expressions in a European context. This is followed by examples of the artistic 

interpretation in Ireland in various media, such as on vellum, metal, and stone, 

whereby the chapter addresses the difficulties encountered with regard to 

identifiable Tree of Life iconography. 

Chapter 4, ‘The Tree of Knowledge’ follows the same structure as the 

previous chapter in first looking at the purpose, ancestry and iconography of the 

tree in a European context as well as its expression in Insular exegesis and 

narratives. It also offers some considerations regarding the Forbidden Fruit before 

turning to the Irish material evidence. As the depictions of the Tree of Knowledge 

occur solely in connection with the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise in the 

Story of the Fall, the latter part of the chapter concentrates exclusively on the Adam 

and Eve panels of the Irish high crosses. Besides offering a thorough examination of 

the various styles of the tree, the chapter also considers the figures of Adam and 

Eve and that of the serpent, thus providing a more integrated reading of these 

panels. 

Chapter 5, the ‘Discussion’ chapter, considers the findings and implications 

of the material examined in the body of the thesis and addresses the three principal 

aims. The final chapter concludes this thesis in reviewing the previous work and 

offers some suggestions for further research and study. 
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CHAPTER 2: PRE-CHRISTIAN IRISH SACRED TREE TRADITIONS 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The Sacrality of the tree with two of its distinct functions; as a bestower of life, a 

symbol of fecundity, renewal and rejuvenation, as well as an axis mundi, the navel 

or centre of a sacred place, can be expected to feature in pre-Christian Irish 

cosmology, which was strongly associated with the natural world. The surviving 

historical and archaeological evidence testifies that the cult of trees is exceptionally 

rich and diverse in its expressions compared to its European counterparts.38 The 

greater part of this tradition is fortunately preserved in Early Medieval Irish 

literature; in narrative tales, prose and poetry, in legal tracts and chronicles. These 

narrative sources are complimented by archaeological and art-historical evidence. 

How much of these extant records truly reflect the native Irish tradition, or 

are the result of the influence of Christianity on these traditions, remains difficult to 

determine. Written accounts appear from the fifth century AD onwards and were to 

a great extent produced in a Christian context.39 While early scholarship argued that 

Christian writers were to a large extent sympathetic to an oral tradition steeped in 

the customs of Celtic antiquity,40 recent scholarship leans more towards the view 

that “ecclesiastical literature in general and the Bible in particular provided vital 

conceptual and narrative models capable of modifying inherited patterns where 

necessary or appropriate”.41 However, it is not the aim of this chapter to consider 

the influence of Christian thought on the documentary evidence, but rather to 

provide an overview of the native tree tradition of late prehistoric and early historic 

Ireland. 

The physical position of the sacred tree in a given community in Early 

Medieval Ireland as a marker of important sites is examined in the first section. 

A further feature is the close association of the sacred tree with the king, chief, or 

                                                      
38 Kim McCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Irish Literature, (Maynooth: National 
University of Ireland, 2000), 1. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid., 2. 
41 Ibid., 18. 
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head of a community. It is interesting to note when examining Irish literary sources 

that the connection between a king and tree or trees considered sacred exhibits 

interesting parallels with Mesopotamian cosmology. The presence of the sacred 

tree at or near inauguration sites in Medieval Ireland closely parallels Bronze Age 

Near Eastern archaeological evidence. A compelling argument has been made that 

Bronze Age Near Eastern cosmology attributed a threefold responsibility to the 

king; as gardener, guardian and/or possessor, and symbolic embodiment of the 

sacred tree.42 This, to some extent, can also be observed in an Irish context, which 

will be discussed in the second section. 

This is followed by an investigation into the representations of the sacred 

tree in Irish mythology and folklore and the diverse range of properties which were 

ascribed to it, such as the power of its branches and magical fruits to confer health, 

long life and knowledge. The final part of the chapter examines the secular evidence 

and considers how sacred or venerated trees were treated in Early Irish law, as well 

as their occurrence in place-names and as part of the first Irish alphabet. 

 

2.2 Trees as markers of important places  

Sacred trees, as well as prominent rocks and watery places such as streams, lakes 

and rivers, are frequently considered markers of important pagan sites in 

Near Eastern and European cultures. The veneration of living trees as well as tree 

trunks was practiced throughout this region. Such trees functioned as the axis 

mundi in the cosmology of various communities, connecting the three spheres of 

sky (heaven), earth (our world) and the underworld, and also served the function of 

upholding the sky. These trees or tree trunks were central places of cultural-political 

significance; a concept which is also apparent in the juxtaposition of trees and 

assembly places and inauguration sites in Early Medieval Ireland. 

Between the fifth and the twelfth centuries AD, Ireland was carved up into 

no fewer than one-hundred and fifty kingdoms at any given point in time, each 

called a tuath, (a clan or tribal family), and it is argued that every tuath seemed to 

have had their own sacred site which they used for important gatherings and 

                                                      
42 Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life. 
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inaugurations, and in some cases at least, such sites also included a bile (sacred 

tree).43 Sacred trees are not solely associated with these particular sites, but appear 

to have also been an essential adjunct to a chiefly or kingly residence. They were 

considered a symbolic representation of high lords or petty kings,44 and in a wider 

sense of the community itself. As such they were an integral part of the socio-

political and cultural environment. 

Archaeologically, these sites can be difficult to identify today. Obvious 

features which once would have marked these sites, such as inauguration stones 

and chairs, did not survive, or only partially survived, and are frequently not found 

in situ.45 In the case of particular trees, the only evidence for their role within these 

sites is that which can be gleaned from historical sources such as law texts and Irish 

narrative tradition. However, the appropriation of certain (pagan) sites by the 

Christian church is often a sign that these locations had an inherited significance, in 

some cases probably reaching back several centuries. 

Where trees are referred to in literary sources, an important indicator that 

they were considered sacred is the terminology which is used to refer to them. For 

example, the term bile or craebh (the literal meaning of which is ‘branch’) are used 

almost exclusively to denote a sacred tree.46 The significance of the bile or craebh 

was not only the fact that they were venerated, but also due to their position within 

the community, and the fact that they were protected in law from deliberate harm 

or destruction.47 Trees are mentioned extensively in the literature, and a close 

examination is often required to determine whether or not such trees had a sacred 

function. Among the many trees considered sacred in Early Medieval Irish literature 

five in particular are seen as having an elevated, legendary standing; Bile Tortan, 

Eó Mugna, Eó Rossa, Craeb Daithi and Bile Uisnigh.48 They all have a common 

mythological origin, growing from berries from a branch which was given to Fintan 

mac Bóchra, the oldest living person in Ireland, by a legendary being called 

                                                      
43 Frances J. Byrne, Irish Kings and High Kings, (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2001), 7. 
44 Lucas, "The Sacred Trees of Ireland," 25. 
45 Elizabeth FitzPatrick, Royal Inauguration in Gaelic Ireland c. 1100-1600: A Cultural Landscape 
Study, (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2004), xiii. 
46 Lucas, "The Sacred Trees of Ireland," 19. 
47 Ibid., 16-19. 
48 Ibid., 17.  
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Trefuilngid Tre-eochair.49 Poem 24 in The Metrical Dindshenchas gives an insight 

into their collective fates. 50 

The tree with both the most numerous and earliest references, dating back 

to the eighth century, is Bile Tortan; an ash tree which stood in Ardbreccan, 

Co. Meath. It is mentioned in the Book of Armagh,51 the Tripartite Life of Patrick,52 

in two narrative tales, ‘The Settling of the Manor of Tara’53 and ‘The Colloquy 

Between Fintan and the Hawk of Achill’,54 as well as in a 21-stanza praise-poem 

(poem 24) and several other poems in the The Metrical Dindshenchas.55 Referred to 

as being of extraordinary height and girth, it was able to protect the people of Tortu 

from the elements until, due to great age, it was brought down by a storm. Without 

its protection, so the poem goes, the people were forced to abandon the area, but 

retained hope that one day a new tree might spring from its stump.56 It is also the 

first recorded instance where a sacred tree is associated with a church, as St Patrick 

is said to have visited it and subsequently built a church nearby.57 

Eó Mugna, at Moon in Co. Kildare, was an oak which matched Bile Tortan in 

height. It was the only one of the five trees which bore three different fruits; acorn, 

hazelnut and apple.58 The three different fruits is an interesting aspect which shall 

be explored further in due course. According to two poems in The Metrical 

Dindshenchas it was venerated, like the Bile Tortan, for its great stature and ability 

to shelter many hundreds of men, yet it was not a storm to which it succumbed, but 

the action of the poets,59 although the exact means by which the poets achieved 

this great feat is not explained. In an alternate version, its downfall was attributed 

to the poet Ninine, but here again the exact mechanism remains unknown.60 

                                                      
49 Richard I. Best, "The Settling of the Manor of Tara," Ériu 4 (1910): 151. 
50 The Metrical Dindsenchas, 4 vols., vol. 3, (http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T106500C/: CELT: 
Corpus of Electronic Texts, 2004). 
51 John Gwynn, ed. The Book of Armagh (Dublin: Hodges Figges & Co, 1913), 30. 
52 On the Life of St Patrick, (http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T201009/index.html: CELT: Corpus of 
Electronic Texts 2010). 
53 Best, "The Settling of the Manor of Tara," 151. 
54 "The Hawk of Achill or the Legend of The Oldest Animals," Folk-Lore 43, no. 3 (1932). 
55 The Metrical Dindsenchas, vol. 3, 149. 
56 Ibid., 241-246. 
57 On the Life of St Patrick, 29-31. 
58 The Metrical Dindsenchas, vol. 3, 145. 
59 Ibid., 147. 
60 Whitley Stokes, "The Prose Tales in the Rennes Dindshenchas," Revue Celtique 15 (1894): 420. 
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Eó Rossa, at Old Leighlin in Co. Carlow, was a venerated yew with thirty-one 

epithets dedicated to it.61 Yet it too fell down according to legend, this time through 

the power of the prayers of St Laserian of Leighlin, who desired its wood to build a 

church.62 The destruction of such significant pagan icon through the power of 

Christian prayer, and the transformation of the fallen idol into a Christian place of 

worship, represents a none too subtle metaphor. 

Both Bile Dathi, and Bile Uisnigh, or alternatively Creabh Dathi and 

Craebh Uisnigh, were said to have stood in Co. Westmeath, in Farbill and Uisnigh 

respectively. Both were ash trees. Bile Dathi got its name through its association 

with the poet Dathen. However, it was not the poet who was responsible for its 

demise, but rather because the tree fell on the poet, thus killing him. 

It has been argued that each of these five trees stood “at or near important 

royal or sacred sites”63 in Ireland. However, examining their location in relation to 

these sites, it becomes apparent that only Bile Uisnigh stood directly at the royal 

site of Uisneach, Co. Westmeath, the epicentre or navel of Ireland.64 Neither Tara, 

as the seat of the Irish high kings, nor the other important royal sites; Caiseal, 

Dún Ailinne, Cruachan and Emain, are known from historical sources or 

archaeological evidence to have had a bile directly located at their sites or at least in 

close proximity. In fact, Bile Tortan, seemed to have been located closer to the 

ancient sites of Tailltiu (modern day Teltown), and Tlachtgla (the Hill of Ward), both 

in Co. Meath, than to Tara. 

It must be recalled that there were over one hundred and fifty tuath in 

Ireland during this period, many if not most of which may have had their own 

sacred tree. The significance accorded to the five trees mentioned above may be 

the product of having had the good fortune to be mentioned repeatedly in 

documents that survived the passing of time.65 They were undoubtedly part of a 

history considered worth recording, yet why and by whom they were considered 

                                                      
61 Whitley Stokes, "The Prose Tales in the Rennes Dindshenchas," Revue Celtique 16 (1895): 278. 
62John O'Hanlon, Lives of the Irish Saints vol. 4, (Dublin: J. Duffy, 1875), 218. 
63 Niall Mac Coitir, Irish Trees: Myths, Legends and Folklore, (Cork: Collins, 2003), 6. 
64 Byrne, Irish Kings and High Kings, 58. 
65 Lucas, "The Sacred Trees of Ireland," 18. 
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worthy and why and by whom other sacred trees were not considered worth 

recording, would be all but impossible to determine from this vantage point in time. 

However, each one of these five trees seemed to take a prime position in 

their respective landscapes, often close to pre-historic sacred sites, and so it can be 

surmised that they are not exceptional, but are rather the surviving remnants of an 

important feature of the social, cultural and political landscape of Early Medieval 

Ireland. 

Historical references point to a number of trees, apart from Bile Uisnigh, 

which are directly connected with inauguration sites. Examples include Creab Telcha 

at Crew in Co. Antrim, which is referred to as an inauguration tree, and the bileda 

(pl. of bile) at Tulach Óg belonging to the Uí Néill dynasty.66 The role these trees 

played in connection with historical kingship is the subject of the following 

examination. 

 

2.3 Sacred trees and historical kingship 

The tripartite function of the king as gardener, guardian and symbolic embodiment 

of the sacred tree in Mesopotamian cosmology67 is in all probability too far 

removed in space and time to have had any impact on a similar development in 

Early Medieval Ireland. However, the fact that such similarities can be noted, 

underlines once more the enormous symbolic footprint of the sacred tree. Although 

it developed independently in various cultures worldwide and its conceptualisation, 

realisation and representation having been often culturally specific,68 it still shows 

such overlapping motifs, such as its connection with sacral kingship. In any case, it 

provides an interesting parallel and suitable starting point for the investigation of 

the connection between the sacred tree and kingship in Early Medieval Ireland. 

Because of the king’s unique position in Irish society, his sacral status was 

regulated by various prohibitions (gessa). It was the file (poet), who besides his 

many other functions, acted as the gardener and guardian of the sacred tree, which 

was considered to be the source of wisdom. The file was the carer and the initial 

                                                      
66 Byrne, Irish Kings and High Kings, 27. 
67 Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life. 
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recipient of this wisdom69 the maintenance and cultivation of which was expressed, 

for instance, in his poetry. However, he was only the container and conductor of 

this sacred wisdom, which he was to transfer to the king during the inauguration 

ceremony by touching his head using a branch from the sacred tree.70 For that 

reason, the file is essentially the king-maker and the binding link between the king 

and the sacred tree. An inaugural ode dating to the fifteenth century describes this 

king-making ritual, whereby the file Torna Ó Maol Chonaire handed the sacred 

branch, the slat na ríhe (rod of kingship), to the king on the prehistoric mound of 

Carn Fraoich with the gate-keeper as the sole witness. Although bishops and other 

nobility attended the public ceremony, they were not permitted access to the 

mound and therefore excluded from this consecration ritual.71 

As the king is the final recipient of the sacred wisdom, the bile is considered 

to be the representation of the king and vice versa, a concept which finds 

expression in bardic poetry in the secondary meaning of bile as ‘scion’ or ‘hero’.72 

A further argument for the identification of bile with king lies in the image of the 

tree, which was thought to correspond to the founder of a dynasty, and its branches 

to the kingly line. A poet interested in establishing the genealogy of his king 

naturally was concerned only in those lines that traced back to the founders of this 

particular family, thus establishing the archetypal family tree.73 

As the embodiment of the king and also the axis mundi of the tuath, it is 

reasonable to expect that a bile was present at or close to inauguration or assembly 

places, and even kingly residences, and its wilful destruction must therefore have 

been unmistakeably seen an act of symbolic insult to the king and his tuath. The 

uprooting of a bile, by nature a living thing, not only destroys the life force of the 

tree, but symbolically the life force of the tribe or kingdom. It also presents a 

displacement from its central position, which may have been seen as a 

displacement of the clan with which it was associated, and perhaps even the 

dethroning of their king. The earliest historical reference documenting such an 

                                                      
69 Watson, "The King, the Poet and the Sacred Tree," 168. 
70 Byrne, Irish Kings and High Kings, 21. 
71 Ibid., 15-16. 
72 Maura Carney and Máirín O Daly, Contributions to a Dictionary of the Irish Language B, (Dublin: 
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affront dates to the late tenth century and relates to the bile of Magh Adhair in 

present day county of Clare. This was the gathering and inauguration place of the 

Dál Cais dynasty where their bile was struck down twice, once in AD 982, and again 

in AD 1052.74 The uprooting or destruction of the bile “was manifestly the greatest 

symbolic insult that either the king of Midhe or Connacht could pay to the Dál Cais 

king”.75 The fact that the bile of Magh Adhair was attacked twice within seventy 

years attests to the importance the attackers must have placed on its destruction, 

although it is not clear if it was the same tree, or a replacement, which was 

destroyed the second time. There are three further historical examples of the 

destruction of the bile associated with a particular king and his people; the bile of 

Cráeb Telcha at Crew, Co. Antrim was destroyed in AD 1099; a grove of trees called 

the bileda of Tulach Óg, associated with the Uí Néill dynasty, was cut down in 

AD 1111, as was the Ruadbeithech (Red Birch) in AD 1129, which belonged to the 

kings of Uí Fhiachrach Aidhne in South Galway.76 

A further element which signifies the connection between kingship and 

sacred trees and which was mentioned briefly already, is that of its branches. The 

slat na ríhe (rod of kingship), cut from the bile, was an essential part of the 

inauguration ritual of a king and formed an important part of the paraphernalia of 

Medieval Irish kingship. The earliest documentary evidence for its usage dates to 

the end of the twelfth century and appears in the Life of Máedóc of Ferns, where it 

is part of the consecration of one of the Bréifne kings.77 This account sheds some 

light on the function and origin of the slat na ríhe and provides some insight into its 

ritualistic function during the ceremony. The rod had to be cut from the sacred 

hazel tree of St Máedóc and it appears that during the ceremony the inaugurator 

used it to touch the king’s head.78 The slat na ríhe is also mentioned in two further 

accounts; the Uí Chonchobhair prose tract and the Ó Dubhda inauguration in the 

Book of Lecan.79 By this period Christianity was well established and the appearance 
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of the sacred hazel tree in this Christianised context clearly demonstrates the effort 

of the Christian church to assimilate pagan or secular rituals. 

It is interesting to note that it is the hazel tree, in at least one historical 

source, which provides the wood for the slat na ríhe, as it and its nuts are firmly 

embedded in Irish mythology as being the source of sacred wisdom, knowledge and 

inspiration,80 the sole exception being the Fenian Cycle, where the hazel without its 

leaves was considered evil.81 Moreover, since it has been posited that “first, 

legitimate kingship has its source in the Otherworld, and, secondly, that the reign of 

the righteous king is marked by peace (as well as plenty) in the land,”82 it follows 

that the aspiration of the king is to establish a just and peaceful reign that 

effectively mirrors the conditions of the Otherworld. Therefore, symbols and rituals 

connected to this office, especially to the election and consecration of the king, 

must naturally correspond to this ideology.83 As suggested in the account of the 

inauguration ritual in the Life of Máedóc of Ferns, the act of touching a candidate’s 

head with the rod can therefore be interpreted as symbolically imbuing him with 

the wisdom from the sacred tree. It seems that the hazel wand with its otherworldly 

connection was the natural choice for such an instrument. Rods, branches or staffs 

associated with, or originating from the sacred trees are not an unusual motif in 

mythology. Its connection with the legend of the priesthood of Nemi, the breaking 

of the sacred bough, was already explored in the previous chapter. 

In Irish narratives dating to the eighth century and later, such as Táin Bó 

Fraích (Fraech's Cattle Raid) and Tochmarc Emire (The Wooing of Emer) we find a 

reference to a ‘silver rod’ (flesc airgdide) and a ‘royal rod’ (fleisc rígdae), both 

associated with the royal house. In both cases, these rods give the impression of 

being used as sceptres. While the function of the former cannot be identified 

satisfactorily, the royal rod in Tochmarc Emire seemed to have been used to bring 

order and control to a situation that was feared to be getting out of hand.84 
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By the eleventh and twelfth century this peace-bringing ‘sceptre’ in Irish mythology 

becomes an Otherworld rod; for example ‘a silver rod (slat) with three golden 

apples on it’ in Scéla Conchubair meic Nessa (The story of Conchobar Mac Nessa); 

‘a branch (craebh) of silver with white blossoms’ in Immram Brain maic Febail (The 

voyage of Bran, son of Febail), and both ‘a branch of silver’ and ‘fairy branch’ 

(craebh) in Echtrae Chormaic (Cormac’s adventure).85 The Otherworld branches 

retain their peace-making abilities, but in the form of inducing silence or sleep when 

shaken. As of now, there is no satisfying explanation for this change from a royal 

rod to an otherworldly branch which lacks an explicit royal connection, other than 

that this association might have been firmly established already in the audiences’ 

understanding.86  

While the concept of the sceptre existed in Irish mythology, as seen in the 

above Tochmarc Emire, Early Medieval Irish kingship lacked the full range of 

paraphernalia used by their European counterparts, such as the crown and the 

throne. The image of the rightful king seated on his throne and furnished with 

crown and sceptre or other royal regalia, familiar to European audiences seems to 

have been unfamiliar in Irish society. Although references mention that a king was 

wearing a mind (diadem) or cathbarr (helmet), these items are not thought to 

constitute symbols of sovereignty.87 Nevertheless, the existence of the throne and 

sceptre in the regalia of a king was a well understood feature in Irish mythology, but 

it is still unclear as to whether the throne also belonged to a real tradition or not.88 

Only in the late medieval period did the ‘coronation chair’ make an appearance,89 

and even then its role appears to have been confined to inauguration ceremonies. 

Early Medieval Irish literature, and in particular the mythological tradition, 

contains numerous references to sacred trees or their fruits and branches that 

likewise make references to the associations of a king or hero with a sacred tree 

and which form the subject matter of the next section. 
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2.4 Sacred trees in Irish mythology and folklore 

Irish mythology is broadly encompassed by the four great cycles; the Mythological 

Cycle, the Ulster Cycle, the Fenian Cycle and the Cycle of the Kings. With the 

exception of the Cycle of the Kings, all contain stories wherein a sacred tree, and/or 

its constituent parts, play an important role. 

The origins of the Mythological Cycle, a collective term for stories concerned 

with the dealings of god-like or, in Irish terms, otherworldy beings can be found in 

European Celtic mythology, which in turn is part of a wider Indo-European 

tradition.90 The same trees that were considered sacred in the Celtic myth and 

religion of ancient Gaul and Britain, such as alder, ash, oak, and yew,91 play an 

equally significant role in Irish mythology. Here oak trees, for instance, seemed to 

enjoy the same prominence as in the Celtic regions. The impressive physical 

presence of an adult oak tree can be quite awe-inspiring and may have contributed 

to their status. They produce excellent hardwood; can grow up to thirty metres in 

height; have a girth of about ten metres and potentially an impressive longevity; up 

to a thousand years in some specimens.92 

In The Adventures of Leithin, the longevity of the oak is referred to in a 

dialogue, when Leithin, the eagle, asks a stag for his age. In replying the stag tells 

him that he was born the same year as the oak.93 Still, it is not only the oak, but also 

the yew, which can live to a great age. Fintan Mac Bóchna, a semi-legendary figure 

in The Settling of the Manor of Tara, prides himself on out-living the yew he has 

planted.94 The attributes of significant heroes or kings are often compared to those 

of mighty trees. For example, in The Fate of the Children of Turenn, the king is 

praised as “the oak above the kings. That is, as the oak is beyond the kingly trees of 
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the wood, so are you beyond the kings of the world for open-handedness and for 

grandeur. “95 

The mythological Cycle also contains several references to trees with 

magical origins and properties. In the aforementioned tale The Settling of the 

Manor of Tara the origin of the five great Irish sacred trees is attributed to the 

berries of a magical branch which was brought to Ireland by the legendary 

Trefuilngid Tre-eochair.96 The trees in The Taking of the Hollow Hill are endowed 

with the power of perpetually bearing fruits,97 while in The Wooing of Etain, the 

branches of a rowan tree transforms the eponymous heroine, wife of Midir, into a 

pool of water.98 

Those magical properties which are attributed to certain trees in the 

Mythological Cycle are mirrored in the tales of the remaining two cycles. The Ulster 

Cycle is mainly comprised of heroic stories of the Ulaid; an ancient people who 

inhabited the province of Ulster. In The Battle of Ros na Ríg,99 the shaking of a 

‘branch of peace’ immobilises the Ulaid warriors. In The wasting sickness of 

Cu Chulainn, various trees in the Otherworld are described as being made from 

crystal and silver.100 Other trees are said to be capable of feeding three hundred 

men with a single fruit. In both the Ulster Cycle and the Fenian Cycle we find the 

theme of hazelnuts as the carrier of wisdom. In a tale of Cu Chulainn and Senbec, 

grandson of Ebrecc from the Ulster Cycle, Senbec seeks these nuts for their power 

to impart imbas; supernatural enlightenment.101  

The Fenian Cycle is a corpus of stories centred on the legendary figure of 

Fionn Mac Cumhaill and the band of warriors, the fianna, led by him.102 In 

The Boyhood Deeds of Finn mac Cumhaill, the poet is famously trying to catch the 
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Salmon of Knowledge.103 What is perhaps less well known is that the salmon has 

gained its power to confer knowledge by feeding on nine magical hazelnuts which 

fell into a well. Yet, it is not only the hazelnut that has the power to confer wisdom. 

In The Feast at Conan’s House, also from the Fenian cycle, a drinking vessel 

containing a magic liquid is dropped by a guest. From the ground on which the 

liquid is spilled shoots spring forth. Thereafter, anyone who gazes upon them in the 

morning, and who has fasted during the night, will be granted foreknowledge of the 

day to come.104 A parallel to the pacifying effect of the ‘branch of peace’ previously 

encountered in the Ulster cycle, is found in The Pursuit of the Gilla Decair and his 

Horse in the Fenian cycle.105 

The last of the four great mythological cycles is The Cycle of the Kings or 

Historical Cycle which focuses on the legendary and historical Irish kings and 

kingship. Gone are the predominantly magical elements of trees encountered in the 

other three cycles. But, the motif of likening the king to a great tree seems to 

remain, as can be observed in A Story of Aedh Baclamh. In the story, Diarmait’s wife 

had a prophetic dream whereby several attempts are made to cut the Great Tree 

down. All fail, for it has the power to continually renew itself.106 There are many 

more mythological tales in the corpus of Early Irish narratives relating to the magical 

aspects of trees and these are predominantly found in the setting of the 

Otherworld. 

 

2.4.1 Trees and the Otherworld 

The term ‘Otherworld’ refers to a place outside the ‘real’ world, essentially lying in 

another dimension or realm. This is a place where time and space behave 

differently than they do in the real world, with time either speeding up or slowing 

down, and the perception of near and far becoming irrelevant. Its nature is flawless, 
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often of exceptional beauty and without the existence of decay or death.107 This 

supernatural world is populated by immortal beings of supernatural abilities, who 

reside in a síde, ‘the domain of the immortals’,108 sometimes referred to as a 

‘mound’. These beings are able to pass with ease between their own world and the 

‘real’ world. Humans on the other hand, are only able to access the Otherworld 

either through these mounds or by magical voyages and often only by invitation or 

at specific times. Tir na nOg (The land of the Young) or Magh Meall (The plain of 

joy) are two names by which the Otherworld is known. It is here, in the setting of 

the Otherworld that a magical tree with its extraordinary features is also 

encountered. 

There are two genres in the literature, which deal specifically with the 

interactions between the human world and the Otherworld, echtrae and immrama. 

The echtrae genre comprises adventure tales dating to the seventh century and 

deals with the hero’s adventures on his journey towards, and his visit to the 

Otherworld. The immrama genre on the other hand focuses mainly on sea-voyages 

to the Otherworld and deal mainly with the adventures en route to the Otherworld. 

This body of work was also composed at a later date than the echtrae and is heavily 

influenced by Christian thought.109 

Magic trees and their branches and fruits are a common feature in the 

majority of the extant tales of both genres, where they either entice human beings 

to visit, give them the ability to access, or bind them to a supernatural being in the 

Otherworld. The branch with its sleep-inducing powers, which appears in both the 

Ulster and Fenian cycles also makes an appearance in Echtrae Chormaic, Cormac’s 

adventure, when he awakes back at Tara with a branch and a cup after his venture 

into the Otherworld.110 In Immram Brain maic Febail, The voyage of Bran, son of 

Febail, a silver branch is brought to Brain by a woman to entice him to the Land of 

Women. Similarly, in Echtrae Chonlai, Conlae’s Adventures, a woman from the 

Otherworld seduces Conlae, this time using an apple, which also keeps him 
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nourished for a month. The ability of apples to sustain travellers is also found in 

Immram Máel Dúin, The Voyage of Máel Dúin. A magical tree with birds in its 

branches which is not subject to decay appears in The Voyage of Snedgus and 

Mac Riagla.111 It is not easy to determine the deeper meaning and function of these 

magical fruits and branches, apart from their obvious supernatural ability to sustain 

grown men, or to act as a token to entice the hero to journey to the Otherworld. 

As discussed previously, the sceptre-like characteristics of the magical branch may 

indicate its use as a symbol of authority. 

This brief rehearsal of the occurrence of magical trees in Irish mythology is 

by no means exhaustive and is intended simply to illustrate some of the different 

aspects and representations of this motif. There is, however, a further instance of a 

magical function ascribed to certain trees; that of the rag tree or wishing tree. 

 

2.4.2 But what about rag trees? 

The custom of attaching rags or other personal articles to tree branches is a feature 

of almost every known culture,112 one that is still practiced in the Middle East, 

Europe and particularly here in Ireland.  It is seen as a means of connecting with a 

higher deity in its earlier tradition, normally the prerogative of a ruler, king, or priest 

alone. This custom offered a means for the individual to make supplication to the 

gods without the need for a mediator. One purpose was to appease the gods with 

votive offerings. But it was also intended to transfer an unwanted condition, such as 

an illness to the tree, to request special favours, or to use the items offered as a 

charm.113 

However, the perishable nature of the materials customarily used to adorn 

the trees makes it difficult to trace the practice back to its origins. Undoubtedly, the 

custom already had a long tradition by the time Herodotus alluded to it in his 

Histories.114 The advent of Christianity invariably led to efforts to eradicate these, 
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and other pagan practices. For instance, the Codex Theodosanius in AD 341 contains 

an edict prohibiting the making of sacrifices or offerings to pagan idols. As trees 

were often the focus of such practices, the edict led indirectly to demands for their 

destruction.115 Again, fifty years later in AD 392, another decree reiterated, ‘that no 

person may sacrifice to an image’,116 an attempt to ban the still widespread custom 

of hanging threads and rags at rag wells.117 St Martin of Tours (AD 316-397) is given 

the appellation ‘feller of pagan trees’ in Sulpicius Severus’ Life of St Martin.118 In a 

letter of AD 597 Pope Gregory I encouraged Brunnhilda, Queen of Franks, to 

“restrain your other subjects under the control of discipline so that they do not 

sacrifice to idols”.119 

Although the custom of attaching rags and other materials to trees was 

repeatedly prohibited by the established religions,120 the efforts to eradicate this 

practice were unsuccessful. Moreover, it appears to have been largely impervious 

to the influence of wider social, economic, or even technological changes. 

Consequently, the custom remains an integral part of tree veneration to the present 

day and is often connected with wells or springs, as evidenced by numerous 

examples.121  

A recent study, published in 2002, investigated the particular reasons for this 

still very common practice in the northern parts of Israel.122 It identified no fewer 

than seventeen reasons for tying rags on trees, the most common one being votive 

offerings: personal requests for money, luck, health, etc. This accords with earlier 

studies, conducted at the end of the nineteenth century, which concluded that the 

intentions behind such practices were either votive or commemorative.123 It is 

curious to note however, that while the European expressions of these traditions 
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can be traced back to Late Antiquity or even earlier, this is not the case in Ireland, 

and evidence for their existence prior to modern times has yet to be discovered. 

This is even more remarkable when one considers the richness of the 

evidence for sacred trees in Irish literature during the medieval period. Given that 

vigorous efforts were made by the Church to eradicate such practices on the 

continent, and given that they have survived both there and here in Ireland, it 

seems reasonable to suppose that rituals associated with rag and wishing trees may 

indeed have been a feature of the cultural landscape of medieval Ireland. So it 

appears that it is either the case that such practices did exist in medieval Ireland, 

but for whatever reason have not been recorded, or it is the case that they arose 

much later here than elsewhere, which leaves their Irish origins and evolution still 

to be explained. 

The veneration of trees in Ireland, regardless of whether it is of pagan or 

Christian origin, displays considerable variety and endurance. The forthcoming 

examples will demonstrate their reverence beyond those aspects discussed so far. 

 

2.5 Expressions of the veneration of trees  

The respect and veneration accorded to arboreal species is a recurrent theme that 

permeates virtually every aspect of Early Medieval Irish life. One of the most 

notable instances in a secular setting is the protection of certain trees in the Early 

Irish laws. Further examples are their frequent occurrence in place names, and the 

fact that certain letters of the Ogham alphabet are named after them. 

 

2.5.1 Tree Laws 

The inclusion of certain trees in the Early Irish law tracts is definitive evidence that 

their veneration had filtered from the sacred sphere into the secular. The eighth 

century legal tract Bretha Comaithchesa, Laws of the Neighbourhood (or 

community), contains a tree-list categorising twenty-eight trees and shrubs into 

four distinct classes that correspond to the divisions in Early Medieval Irish society; 

the nobles or chieftains of the woods, the commoners of the wood, the lower 
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divisions of the wood, and bushes of the wood.124 This legal tract, part of the 

Brehon Law, probably derives from a much earlier and now lost law tract called 

Fidbretha, tree judgements, and gives an important insight into the status of most 

of the ca. thirty native Irish trees and bushes.125 They were grouped much like the 

social organisation of the time. The ‘nobles of the wood’ are oak, hazel, holly, yew, 

ash, pine and apple. The ‘commoners of the wood’ are alder, willow, hawthorn, 

rowan, birch, elm and wild cherry. To the ‘Lower divisions of the wood’ belong 

black-thorn or sloe, elder, white hazel, spindle, arbutus, aspen and ‘juniper’ (crann 

fir), and the ‘bushes of the wood’ include bracken, bog-myrtle, furze, brambles, 

heather, broom, gooseberry, and ivy.126 What is common to all four groups is that 

this legal tract governs each species according to their respective group, and 

penalties for violations of this law were ranked according to the group which the 

tree/bush belongs to and the nature of the offence.127 

Kelly argues that this classification was based on their economic and 

nutritional value.128 While at first glance this appears to be plausible, some issues 

arise on closer inspection. For instance, it seems peculiar that the aball, the native 

(wild) crab apple malus sylvestris, was included in the group ‘nobles of the wood’ 

based solely on its fruit and bark, as the legal tract Bretha Comaithchesa states.129 

It may be of high nutritional value, but it is hard to stomach. Considering that these 

apples were hardly ever eaten in their raw form, unlike the domesticated apple, the 

cooking process would have destroyed much of the nutritional benefits they 

originally had. Furthermore, the properties of its wood or bark and the overall 

height of the tree itself hardly suggests a superiority to rowan or alder, or even 

wild-cherry. Like apple wood, the smoke of the cherry is highly favoured for the 

flavouring of certain meats even today. Thus it appears that there may be more to 

the inclusion of the apple tree in the ‘nobles of the wood’ in the first place, and 

symbolical and ritual considerations may have played a part. It may be the case that 

the trees were ranked, as they were, because of their earlier ritual and symbolic 
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significance, and the Bretha Comaithchesa, as a secular document, had to omit such 

factors and instead emphasised other features, such as their supposed nutritional 

and/or economic value. 

The survival of this Early Medieval Irish tree-list is useful, not only because it 

gives an overview of the varieties of trees, bushes and shrubs existing at the time, 

but also because their classification reveals the importance and the esteem, 

whether economic or otherwise, in which they were held, even if the ‘full’ reasoning 

behind their classification might continue to elude us. 

 

2.5.2 What’s in a name? – Trees and places 

It is in place names that the status and significance of trees becomes most evident, 

and the Irish landscape is littered with places names which either derive from 

specific trees or refer to trees in a more general way. Place names associated with 

trees are nothing unusual, as this is a common practice worldwide. There is, for 

instance, Vernon in France, coming from the Romanised Celtic name Vernomagus, 

‘plain of the alder trees’, and Eichenwald, ‘oak wood’; a common town name in 

Germany. 

However, the sheer volume and variety of place names related to trees in 

the Irish records is remarkable. So far there exists no toponymical study that could 

give an accurate number of the place names pertaining to trees or their constituent 

parts. This in itself would be quite a challenging task, since the long process of many 

changing influences, such as the advent of Christianity, Viking raids, the arrival of 

the Anglo-Normans, and trading in general, adapted, corrupted and otherwise 

altered the original Gaelic word in both spelling and pronunciation. For instance, 

the Gaelic words coill, wood, and cill, church, were often both anglicised as ‘kil(l)’ 

from the seventeenth century onwards.130 Consequently, it can be difficult to 

determine if the place name ‘Kilmore’, for instance, once denoted a ‘great wood’ 

(coill mhoir) or a ‘big church’ (cill mhoir), as the material remains are no longer 

visible. 
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The word bile, as a general connotation for a sacred tree developed so many 

variations in place names over the centuries that any of the following root words 

billa, billy, villa, ville, villy, bella and vella may point to a place that once was 

associated with a sacred tree. Examples include, Maigh Bhile (Moville, Co. Donegal) 

which refers to the plain of the sacred tree, and Achadh an Bhile (Aghanvilla, Co. 

Offaly), which denoted the field of the sacred tree.131 Ballinvilla, in Co. Mayo and 

Roscommon, and Ballinvella, Co. Waterford, denote the town of the sacred tree, as 

Ringabella, Co. Cork, the place (point or rinn) of the sacred tree.132 

Although Flanagan and Flanagan argue that “the vast majority of these 

(place) names are fairly simple, describing natural features – mountains, hills, lakes, 

rocks, rivers, streams, swamps, forests, wood, inlet, etc.,”133 the possibility cannot 

be ruled out that aspects of their nature were not seen as ‘simple’ at all by the 

people who created these place names in the first place. Indeed, the example of 

doire, oak wood or oak grove, demonstrates the significance of the oak in Irish 

society. Over 1,600 Irish townlands (out of over 61,000134) contain doire or derry, 

either on its own, or as prefix, or suffix.135 The material evidence may be long gone, 

but in many cases the place names endure; a reminder of the importance of those 

tree species in the lives of the individual, families or tribe.  

Yet, it is not only in place names that the importance that people attached 

to trees remains evident today. This importance is also reflected in the first Irish 

alphabet, the Ogham letters. 
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2.5.3 The Ogham alphabet – trees and letters 

So far there is no clear consensus as to where, when and by whom the Ogham 

alphabet was invented, other than a general agreement that it probably emerged 

around the end of the fourth/first half of the fifth century AD.136 The first ever Irish 

alphabet has a rune-like appearance and consists of four groups of five characters 

each “forming a systematic linear code to a unique sequence of sounds”.137 At a 

later stage a supplementary fifth group was added, bringing the total to twenty-five 

characters. These rune-like ‘letters’ can appear in manuscripts where they are 

readable in the usual direction, from left to right. However, they occur most 

commonly along the edges of stones or pieces of wood and are therefore read 

vertically, from the bottom upwards and were mainly used for short inscriptions or 

messages rather than for ‘literary expression’.138 

Each character of this alphabet was assigned a name and what is significant 

in the context of this discussion is that six, and possibly even eight of the original 

twenty characters are named after trees.139 The reasoning behind this is not clear. 

Ogham stones commemorated significant people and events as well as important 

landmarks; a role which may have formerly been performed by trees. Trees marked 

places and, through association, also events. 

The fact that six letters were named after trees has prompted Mac Coitir to 

call for Ogham to be referred to as a ‘tree alphabet’.140 Indeed, he argues that all 

twenty characters are in some way related to trees and can be grouped into three 

categories; characters relating directly to trees, characters which he refers to as 

“...‘poetic alternative names based on some important characteristics of the tree in 

question”,141 and characters that are “poetic alternatives based on a general 

‘arboreal’ theme.”142 While he takes considerable care to adduce evidence to 

support his hypothesis, and while this is an interesting point of view, the reasoning 

behind it seems to be based more on confirmation bias than on an objective 
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approach. Mac Coitir sets out to offer a linguistic interpretation of the remaining 

fourteen non-tree letter names with an arboreal frame-work already in mind, and 

unsurprisingly finds a suitable explanation for each one of them. There is no 

external evidence to support his particular interpretation. However, the simple fact 

that six out of twenty letters were named after trees is significant enough to 

confirm the general importance of trees in the culture of Early Medieval Irish 

society. 

2.6 Concluding remarks 

What comes to the fore in this overview of the different expressions of sacred trees 

in Early Medieval Ireland that they are not only wide ranging as demonstrated in 

the tree laws, the literature, both historical and mythological, and in the traditions 

concerning kingship, but that they confirm the symbolic significance as an axis 

mundi for a community, tribe or kingdom, a representation of life, and a transmitter 

of sacred wisdom and knowledge on this island as well. 

The significance of the oak for instance, likewise existing throughout Europe, 

is reflected in the large number of place names, being one of the five great Irish 

sacred trees, and it appears repeatedly in the literature as an indicator of the 

greatness of kings or chiefs. Human features and qualities are transferred onto 

trees, essentially establishing an interconnectedness between the two. The oak 

represents strength, legitimacy and grandeur, amongst other characteristics, and 

each of the other six ‘nobles of the wood’ appeared to symbolise human or even 

metaphysical traits. For example, knowledge and sacred wisdom were associated 

with the hazel and its fruits, and during an inauguration ceremony, the poet imparts 

wisdom and knowledge to the king by means of a hazel twig. 

It is noteworthy that these seven trees listed under the category ‘nobles of 

the wood’ in the legal tract Comaithchesa, Laws of the Neighbourhood, are also 

those which appear most prominently in the other literary sources. It has been 

acknowledged that the rationale for placing these trees in the superior category 

cannot be established with certainty, but it may because of their long historicity 

anchored in mythology and tradition. 
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There is little discernible difference in the portrayal of sacred trees in historical 

documents and trees as they were portrayed in the mythological literature. Magical 

elements or highly exaggerated abilities ascribed to trees or their fruits are a 

feature of both. With the arrival of Christianity in Ireland, the native sacred tree 

traditions were confronted with a new set of motifs; the Tree of Life and the Tree of 

Knowledge, which may not only have influenced, but may have displaced or 

superseded them. It is the task of the following chapters to investigate the nature of 

the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge in general, as well as their impact on the 

Early Medieval Irish ideological and artistic landscape. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE TREE OF LIFE – The appropriation of an ancient tradition and 
its realisation in Irish Christian art and iconography  

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

It comes as no surprise that emerging Jewish religious thinking was heavily 

influenced by the longue durée of sacred tree traditions that existed throughout the 

Near East and Europe. The appropriation of, and engagement with the motif of the 

sacred tree resulted in the concepts of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge as 

they occur in the Book of Genesis, the first book of the Tôrâ (Hebrew ‘the law’)1 

which possibly dates to the seventh or sixth century BC.2 In this respect, Judaism did 

not differ from any other cults in having an arboreal concept integral to its canon of 

beliefs. In the canon of Judaism, both trees are created by a god and, growing 

within the sacred precinct of Paradise, they occupy a central position, literally and 

metaphorically. Everlasting, they are the axes mundi around which the whole fate 

of humankind revolves. However, whereas the Tree of Life, as far as we can tell, 

emerged directly from existing sacred tree traditions―it has no specific qualities 

that distinguish it from other sacred trees―the origins of the concept of the Tree of 

Knowledge are less clear. The key difference, it would appear, is that now, instead 

of there being one axial phenomenon, there are, in fact, two: the Tree of Life now 

shares the stage, in binary union, with another tree, one whose gift, or potency, 

refers to knowledge. 

Reflecting on this, Childs proposes that the Biblical writer[s] refashioned 

Ancient Near Eastern material in a way that redirected humankind’s concern with 

life and death towards the question of obedience. Without ethnographical 

antecedents, the emergence of the Tree of Knowledge may lie in this new concern.3 

The authoritarian, punitive god of the Old Testament preferred to test obedience, 

whilst guarding jealously the kingly right of good judgement founded on the 

knowledge of good and evil, of right and wrong. This was His right, and His alone. 

                                                      
1 The Oxford Bible Commentary, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 12. 
2 Ibid., 39. 
3 Brevard S. Childs, "Tree of Knowledge, Tree of Life," in The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, ed., 
G.A. Buttrick (New York: Abingdon Press, 1962), 695. 
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Thus, the Tree of Knowledge has a comparatively restricted role in the Biblical 

narrative, and that role, as it were, terminates with the creation of Original Sin and 

punitive banishment from the Garden of Eden.  

Although the Tree of Life is per se referred to only seven times in the Old 

Testament and three times in the New Testament,4 it is silently present throughout.  

Implicated in the drama of Original Sin―it is to avoid the catastrophe of their also 

partaking of the Tree of Life that Adam and Eve are banished―the role of the Tree 

of Life in the drama of Paradise lost and regained does not end there. On the 

contrary, the paucity of details in the description of the Story of the Fall gave rise to 

a large volume of Apocrypha, pseudoepigraphia and legends from the early 

Christian centuries onwards that also affected the role of the Tree of Life. One of 

the motifs occurring in these emerging thoughts is that the Tree of Life developed 

into a bridge between the Old Testament and the New Testament. Ascribing it a 

role in the crucifixion, and an association with the Resurrection, the Tree of Life is 

privileged but ultimately subordinated to the concepts of Christ as the new Adam, 

and the idea that the blood sacrifice of Christ is the new source of eternal life, 

proven by the re-birth of the Tree of Life itself. Another motif is the convergence of 

the Tree of Life and the Cross which manifests in different ways and at different 

levels. Refracted through the prism of Christian thought, both the trees of Life and 

of Knowledge have a shared heritage and a binary relationship in the context of 

Paradise and the Fall from Grace. The Tree of Knowledge is a Christian invention 

and operates only within that canon: the machinations of the medieval mind 

notwithstanding, the Tree of Knowledge has effectively one role in the drama of 

Banishment from the Garden of Eden. The Tree of Life, however, has a far longer 

and more complex ancestry and persistence in Christian art. Here we will focus on 

the Tree of Life and the following chapter will consider the Tree of Knowledge. 

The discussion that follows is arranged into two parts, of which the first part 

serves as a general introduction to the Christianisation of the sacred tree, a brief 

rehearsal of the cross and consideration concerning the conflation of the Tree of 

Life and the Cross of Christ as developed in the Apocrypha and other sources. 

                                                      
4 Ibid. See Douay-Rheims Version (DV), OT: Gen. 2:9, 3:22, 24; Prov. 3:18; 11:30; 13:20; 15:4; NT: Rev. 
2:7; 22:2, 14. 
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The first part is ending with an examination of how, exploiting a long ancestry of 

symbolism, the vine and verdant cross emerge as analogues of the Resurrection. 

The second part systematically investigates the various instances of the Tree 

of Life. It is arranged according to medium and will examine the iconography of the 

Tree of Life in in Irish art and iconography between the sixth and eleventh centuries, 

but will also include the British evidence when relevant. 

 

3.2 The Christianisation of the sacred tree – Exegesis and the Tree of Life  

For the last two thousand years, the Tree of Life has been one of the most 

prominent manifestations of the great variety of sacred tree expressions 

throughout most of Europe and parts of the Near East.  Indeed, it is remarkable that 

while the Tree of Life (and also the Tree of Knowledge) motif assimilated and 

ultimately supplanted indigenous sacred tree traditions, it remained surprisingly 

unaltered in this process, shielded by the fact that it was firmly embedded in 

Christian scripture and doctrines. From its appearance in the first book of the 

Old Testament, Genesis, to the last book of the New Testament, the Book of 

Revelation (or The Apocalypse of St. John the Apostle), the Tree of Life is effectively 

book-ending the Holy Scriptures. 

In Genesis 2:9 the Tree of Life still exhibits two of the most significant 

aspects of a sacred tree; those of immortality and ‘centrality’. The tree offers life 

everlasting through its fruits; it is represented as being central in a cosmographical 

sense, being located at the centre of the Garden of Eden, and in the metaphorical 

sense, being central to the Story of the Fall. 

 

The Lord God brought forth of the ground all manner of trees, fair to behold, 

and pleasant to eat of: the tree of life also in the midst of paradise: and the 

tree of knowledge of good and evil.  

(Gen. 2:9)5 

 

                                                      
5 This and all following Bible citations are from the Douay-Rheims Version (DV). 
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From the early days of Christianity, Biblical commentators always sought to 

interpret the Scriptures using different methods (according to a literal, typological, 

tropological, and anagogical sense6), but it is particularly the Latin Church Fathers 

such as Augustine of Hippo (4th/5th century)7, John Cassian (5th century), or Gregory 

the Great (6th century), who had an impact on the Insular mind on how the 

Scriptures could and should be understood. The eighth century commentaries on 

both Genesis and the Book of Revelation of the Venerable Bede reflect these 

thoughts and influences.8 Leaving aside the Tree of Knowledge for this part of the 

discussion, Bede’s interpretation of the Tree of Life in Genesis is that of “the 

sacrament of the eternal life”, the consequence of obedience that humankind owes 

to God, as eating its fruit would ensure enduring health without the changes of 

aging or the thread of death.9 He reminds his audience that the tree is also an 

allegorical figure of a sacrament, a figure of God and of Christ and that by 

overcoming temptation one “may be refreshed by the immediate vision of the glory 

of Christ forever,”10 without suffering ailments or even being touched by death, 

thus experiencing life everlasting. The name of the tree, so Bede proclaims, is 

therefore a description of this singular virtue bestowed on it by divine agency.11 

Whereas the Tree of Life in the first book of the Scriptures was tied to the 

Story of the Fall through the expulsion of the protoplasts Adam and Eve from 

Paradise, the motif is taken up again in the last book of the Scriptures to reiterate 

the question of obedience and its promised consequence, Paradise restored. Christ 

orders St John to address the seven Asian churches (Rev. 1:11), representative for 

the Church as a whole: 

                                                      
6 Calvin B. Kendall, On Genesis - Bede, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2008), 10; Brian 
Murdoch, The Medieval Popular Bible: Expansions of Genesis in the Middle Ages, (Cambridge; 
Rochester, NY: D. S. Brewer, 2003), 2. 
7 Particularly his works De Civitate Dei and De Genesi ad Litteram 
8 Kendall, On Genesis - Bede, 10; Lawrence T. Martin and David Hurst, Bede the Venerable - Homilies 
on the Gospels, 2 vols., vol. 1, (Michigan: Cistercian Publications Kalamazoo, 1991), XV, XVII; Saint 
Bede and A.G. Holder, On the Song of Songs and Selected Writings, (Paulist Press, 2011), 10. 
9 Kendall, On Genesis - Bede, 112. 
10 Ibid., citing Rev. 2:7. 
11 Ibid. 



Chapter 3: The Tree of Life 

45 
 

He, that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith to the churches: To 

him, that overcometh, I will give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the 

paradise of my God. 

(Rev. 2:7) 

 

Bede points out in his commentary that in doing so Christ issues a warning to those 

churches that do not repent (Rev. 2:4-5), with the consequence of their removal 

from the body of the Church, and thus will be lost forever. As for those who 

overcome temptation, “Christ is the tree of life, from whom holy souls are 

nourished in the celestial paradise by vision, and in the body they have now, by the 

Church”.12 The issue of obedience and reward is once more reiterated through the 

motif of the Tree of Life:  

 

Blessed are they that wash their robes in the blood of the Lamb: that they 

may have a right to the tree of life, and may enter in by the gates into the 

city. 

(Rev. 22:14) 

 

In the closing chapter of Revelation, the image of the Tree of Life is recalled again, 

when an angel is showing St John the Holy City, the New Jerusalem. 

 

In the midst of the street thereof, and on both sides of the river, was the tree 

of life, bearing twelve fruits, yielding its fruit each month, and the leaves of 

the tree were for the healing of the nations.  

(Rev. 22:2) 

 

Bede’s commentary asserts the consolidation of the Tree of Life with Christ and the 

Cross, “Indeed, this tree which John described in the golden Jerusalem is the same 

one which Moses described as flowering in Paradise,”13 and eating its fruits is now 

                                                      
12 Faith Wallis, Bede: Commentary on Revelation, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013), 117. 
13 Ibid., 280. 
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solely the reward for Christian obedience. Even though fully Christianised now, it 

seems that the Tree of Life is nothing but a sacred tree at heart. 

Yet, equally as the Tree of Life emerged from the concept of the sacred tree 

motif, though unspecified in its plant species, there is a variety of trees/plants in the 

Holy Scriptures, this time of definitive species, which likewise find their origins in 

the sacred tree. Some of these are the palm tree, the olive, the vine, and the apple 

tree, and the Old Testament poem Solomon’s Song of Songs, or Solomon’s Canticle 

of Canticles is one example that references these and others within its eight 

chapters.  

This love poem, or marriage-song, thought to be composed between the 

tenth and second century BC,14 describes the romantic and physical love between 

bride and bridegroom. Sacred trees and trees and plants of cultural importance are 

frequently used as metaphors in the lovers description of each other, such when 

the bride is described by the groom as a garden that contains delicious fruits and 

exotic spices (Songs 4:12 – 5:1). Her breasts are described as grapes, or clusters of 

vine (Songs 7:7, 8). The physical stature of the groom is likened to the apple tree 

(Songs 2:3), his locks to the branches of palm trees, and his breasts are more 

beautiful than wine (Songs 4:10). The lovers refer to each other as bundles of 

myrrh, a cluster of cypress (Songs 1:12, 13) and lilies of the valley (Songs 2:1).  

Early Christian and Medieval commentators interpreted this love poem as an 

allegory for the love between Christ, the Groom, and his Bride, which was either the 

Christian Church, or the individual person.15 Accordingly, the properties of many 

trees and plants are used now to convey what medieval thinkers saw as the great 

mystery that appears in the union of Christ and the Christian Church. For Bede, and 

reflecting an eighth century Insular perspective, the Bride is compared with the 

Church, and the fruits are the “diverse buds of spiritual works, which are 

subsequently enumerated under the names of various spices.”16 Her stature, 

                                                      
14 J. Cheryl  Exum, "Song of Songs," in Women's Bible Commentary, ed., Carol A. Newsom, et al. 
(Luisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 247. 
15 One of the earliest church fathers who commented on this allegory was Origen Adamantius during 
the 3rd century. He was also the first one who suggested that the Bride could stand for either the 
Church or the individual soul. See Origen and R. P. Lawson, The Song of Songs: Commentary and 
Homilies, (Newman Press, 1957), 21. 
16 Bede and Holder, On the Song of Songs and Selected Writings, 131. 
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likened to that of a palm tree refers to the ‘uprightness’ of the Christian Church, 

crowned with a palm of gold like the pre-Christian victor of a contest. In Bede’s 

eyes, “the whole attention of the faithful is raised up to the love of heavenly 

things”.17 Her breasts, which are like grapes, or grape-clusters of vine, are the 

teachers of the Church, who dispensing the milk of “elementary instructions to 

Christ’s little ones.”18 In contrast, the breasts of the Bridegroom, which are ‘better 

than wine’, refer to “the first principle of evangelical faith.”19 As the wine is the 

“fermentation of knowledge of the law”, its adherence would not allow “entrance 

into heavenly life”, such as the observance of the first principle of the New 

Testament offers.20  

Whereas all of these (sacred) plants endure in Christianity, both in writing 

and artistically, it is the grapevine that is of particular relevance in Christian doctrine 

and exegesis, sanctioned through the Gospel of John:  

 

I Am the true vine; and my Father is the husbandman. (John 15:1) 

 

It evolved into one of the most prevalent artistic expressions of the Tree of Life 

particularly in the medieval west. 

 

3.3 The Tree of Life and the sacred vine 

Early representations of the Tree of Life, like the majority of early Christian 

iconography, are inseparably linked with Greco-Roman imagery from which the 

motif developed.21 In Greco-Roman art the date palm, olive tree, and grapevine are 

common symbols of the sacred tree. The appropriation of this symbolism occurred 

either directly from Greco-Roman imagery, or through Jewish art,22 and appears on 

                                                      
17 Ibid., 210. 
18 Ibid., 211. 
19 Ibid., 39. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Andre Grabar, Christian Iconography: A Study of its Origins, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1961), xlvi. 
22 Heinrich K. Kohl and Carl Watzinger, Antike Synagogen in Galilaea, (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs'sche 
Buchhandlung, 1916), 187. 
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sepulchral monuments, on earthenware and on tablets found in Jewish catacombs 

dating from the early centuries AD.23 

The ancient motif of the vine, associated with fecundity, rejuvenation and 

immortality can be traced back to Mesopotamia,24 and these attributes are still 

apparent during Late Antiquity when the grape and vine-scroll emerged as popular 

decorative motif with strong Bacchic/Dionysian associations. Its transforms into an 

analogue of Christ reflects the importance of this iconographic theme and speaks to 

confluence of pagan and Christian traditions, and the ambi- and multivalency of 

meanings that ensue. Depictions of the inhabited, fruiting vine are commonplace in 

Christian art of virtually all periods. This image of fecundity deliberately conflates 

the motifs of the Tree of Life and the vine, and the grape and wine/blood 

respectively, creating the possibility that any image of a vine in full fruit is capable 

of being interpreted as a symbol of the Resurrection, not just of Christ but of 

nature. Such images bear witness to, as Mathews puts it, the Church’s “thinking out 

loud on the Problem of Christ”25 on the interconnectivity of themes, events and 

their symbolic register.  

 

As the alliance of vine and Tree of Life became essentially the embodiment of the 

union of the Christian church and Christ,26 the adoption and usage of the vine-scroll 

continued for many centuries. 

The symbolic value of the vine is redoubled by the associated symbolism of 

the wine as sacrificial, life-giving blood. Thus, both vine and grape are symbolic 

representations of Christ in the same way as the chalice, or cup, shared during the 

Last Supper, is also analogous with the urn, symbolising Christ’s tomb (Plate 3-1): 

 

 

                                                      
23 Ameisenowa, "The Tree of Life in Jewish Iconography," 332. 
24 Erwin R. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1988), 50. 
25 Thomas F. Mathews, The Clash of Gods: A Reinterpretation of Early Christian art, (Princeton, NY: 
Princeton University Press, 1993), 141. 
26 Martin Werner, "The Binding of the Stonyhurst Gospel of St John," in Insular and Anglo-Saxon Art 
and Thought in the Early Medieval Period, ed., C. Hourihane (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University, 
2011), 293. 
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And taking the chalice, he gave thanks, and gave to them, saying: Drink ye 

all of this. For this is my blood of the new testament, which shall be shed for 

many unto remission of sins. 

                                                                                                        (Matt. 26:27-28) 

 

For my flesh is meat indeed: and my blood is drink indeed.                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                 (John 6:56) 

 

 

 

The belief that Christ’s Death, symbolised also by the spilling of his blood, is the 

source of life everlasting and in turn lies behind the imagery of birds, mostly 

peacocks (ancient symbols of everlasting life), sipping from the urn/chalice. Like the 

vine, they too are renewed by Christ’s Death and Resurrection; their traditional 

immortality is subtly attributed now to drinking the blood of Christ. As the dove, the 

symbol of the Holy Spirit, breathes life into the urn, the vine emerges from it, 

nourished by Christ’s blood. This motif had a powerful impact on Christian 

audiences as it conveyed the single idea of the Redemption of humankind by 

Christ’s death. It proved to be immensely popular over a long period of time and 

occurs on a wide range of materials, such as sarcophagi, wall painting and mosaics 

throughout the Christian world. 

Plate 3-1: Fragment from Theodoric’s Palace, Ravenna, © Archiepiscopal Museum, Ravenna 
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One of the earliest examples of this motif in an Insular context dates to the early 

eighth century. It occurs, unsurprisingly, as front decoration of St Cuthbert gospel,27 

a hand-sized copy of the Gospel of John,28 thus connecting John 15:1-5 and the 

chalice and vine motif into a coherent union. Embossed on the front leather cover, 

three vine shoots issue forth from an urn- or chalice-like object (Plate 3-2). 

The middle shoot is straight and short-stemmed, the two side shoots mirroring each 

other to form a figure-of-eight, each with an off-shoot ending in a leaf or bud. 

 

 

Plate 3-2: Cover of St Cuthbert Gospel, Courtesy of Claire Breay, British Library, London 

 

Werner, in his study of the iconography of the decoration of St Cuthbert’s Gospel,29 

suggested that the occurrence of this plant motif —a similar form appearing on the 

silver shrine that like the gospel was one of the items contained in St Cuthbert’s 

coffin-shrine— marks the beginning of the employment of the vine-scroll, or vine-

tree motif in Northumbrian art.30 Indeed, the motif seems to be a particularly stable 

component in the decoration of many Anglo-Saxon stonework artefacts, some of 

them will be explored in detail further below. 

Although the vine/chalice motif on St Cuthbert’s Gospel is lacking the 

dove/bird, the motif is still capable of conveying the message of Resurrection. 

                                                      
27 Claire Breay and Bernard Meehan, eds., The St Cuthbert Gospel: Studies on the Insular Manuscript 
of the Gospel of John (London: British Library, 2015). 
28 The Gospel was found inside St Cuthbert’s coffin in Durham at the beginning of the twelfth 
century. It is now kept in the British Library in London. 
29 Werner, "The Binding of the Stonyhurst Gospel." 
30 Ibid., 291-292. 
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The importance of multivalency in religious art notwithstanding, images such as 

this, showing a plant―a vine―emerging, enlivened, from the chalice/urn are 

theologically complex and artistically challenging. Ceding the capacity to give life to 

the Risen Christ, in the drama of the Crucifixion and Resurrection the Tree of Life 

surrenders in compliant resignation in the Dream of the Rood; destiny and 

providence have pre-ordained its role. The Legend of Seth, according to which a 

twig(s) or seed(s) from the Tree of Life is/are transplanted on Golgotha, provides a 

clear analogue for the ‘transplanting’ of Christ into earthly form only to suffer 

corporeal death. Thus transplanted, both earthly forms are sacrificed on Calvary. 

Artistically, the Resurrection assumes both forms: He is, after all, the vine. Thus, the 

vine emerging from the chalice can be read as an analogue of the Risen Christ. 

The crucifixion is, therefore, the nexus point where the Old and New 

Testaments collide. As we shall later see, the convergence of these actors —Christ, 

the Paradisal trees and Adam— is explored and developed in art and in text  

(cf. Dream of the Rood). Into the mix, however, is also added the cross, which 

arrives with its own pedigree of symbolism; exploring this first will allow for a fuller 

reading of the iconography/text investigated further on. 

 

3.4 The symbol of the cross 

It was not until the beginning of the fourth century that the cross was associated 

with Christian faith. Only when Constantine the Great had a vision of a luminous 

cross, the Chi-Rho, in the sky with an inscription beneath it saying that he will be 

victorious by that sign – in hoc signo vinces31 - did he adopt it. The Chi-Rho became 

the symbol of victory, and consequently appeared on banners and other 

paraphernalia, as well as on church altars.32 Yet, it is not this particular variation of 

the cross that developed into the universal symbol of Christianity but rather the 

Latin cross. Its emergence, with its lower arm elongated in the form a shaft, 

resembled more closely the wooden instrument of disgrace and suffering used to 

                                                      
31 Bishop of Caesarea Eusebius of Caesarea, The Life of the Blessed Emperor Constantine, (London: S. 
Bagster, 1845), xxviii. 
32 Georg W. Benson, The Cross, its History and Symbolism, (New York: Hacker Arts Books, 1983), 29-
30. 
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such effect by the Romans. Christ’s crucifixion eventually converted it into a symbol 

of Redemption and Resurrection.33 

The adoration of the Cross of Crucifixion developed a momentum that 

would encompass not just a vast array of artefacts but also a monumental corpus of 

texts, exegesis, poetic and prose, pertaining to its history, including the Legend of 

the True Cross, and the Anglo-Saxon Dream of the Rood. The breadth of artistic 

representations of the cross, which were every bit as didactic, reaches from the 

possibly life-sized Crux Gemmata and the equally monumental Insular high crosses, 

to simple wooden, stone and metal specimens.  

 

3.4.1 The Legend of the True Cross 

Close inspection reveals that The Legend of the True Cross amalgamates three 

different traditions, spanning a period of over nine hundred years.34 As with all 

accounts, oral and written, each is shaped by political and religious interests, social 

norms and traditions. Dating to the fifth century, the earliest element in the 

tradition belongs to an account of the Inventio crucis (Finding of the Cross), which 

describes the discovery of the remains of the True Cross by the dowager empress 

Helena. Another element, the Exaltatio crucis, dates from the seventh century, and 

describes the recapture of the Cross by Heraclius, after it had been carried off by 

the Persian Chosroes. The latest element, dating to the twelfth century comprises 

the Legend of the Wood of the Cross, where the connection between the wood of 

the Cross of Crucifixion and the Tree of Life in Paradise is forged. By the fourteenth 

century, all three parts had merged into a single, coherent account.35 

There are conflicting historical accounts of the finding of the Cross. Helena, 

following the wish of her son, is generally credited with the discovery of the cross, 

according to different sources, among which are Archbishop Ambrose, Rufinus of 

Aquileia, and Paulinus of Nola. Against this, other sources, such as the partially 

surviving letters of the pilgrim Egeria, and the so-called ‘Pilgrim of Bordeaux’, as 

                                                      
33 Ibid., 23. 
34 Barbara Baert and Lee Preedy, A Heritage of Holy Wood: The Legend of the True Cross in Text and 
Image, (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 1. 
35 Ibid. 
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documented in the Itinerarium Burdigalense, do not mention Helena in relation to 

the finding. Eusebius is also silent on the subject of Helena’s contribution, both in 

his Historia Ecclesiastica and also in the Vita Constantini.36 

According to the accounts that accredit Helena with the discovery, she was 

able to locate the burial place of the cross only by forcefully extracting the secret 

from an old Jew with the help of Macarius, Bishop of Jerusalem. At its site stood a 

temple dedicated to Venus, erected by the Emperor Hadrian, which she ordered 

demolished. The ensuing excavation revealed the burial place of Christ and, nearby, 

three crosses, from which she was able to identify the True Cross. Constantine 

erected a basilica encompassing both Christ’s putative burial place as well as the 

site of the crucifixion. This basilica was destroyed and rebuilt several times and is 

marked now by the present Church of the Holy Sepulchre.37 

There are no historical accounts of what next became of the Cross. 

According to legend, it was divided into several pieces; one was kept at the find 

spot, housed within the basilica, another one was taken to Constantinople, and 

Helena herself took another piece to Constantine, who enshrined it in the purpose-

built church of Santa Croce, Rome.38 So far, there exists no scientifically confirmed 

proof, archaeological or otherwise, that the Cross of Crucifixion was ever found, nor 

that the physical remains attributed to it are genuine. Its alleged finding, however, 

resulted in a veneration that not only produced countless ‘genuine’ fragments that 

were encased in shrines or enclosed in pectoral and processional crosses, but also 

saw its glorification in terms of crosses, painted, sculptured or replicated in wood, 

that were adorned with gems or precious stones. 

The practice of embellishing objects of great significance or importance with 

gems or precious stones is observable for at least four and a half millennia. One of 

the earliest, attested examples comes from a Sumerian poem that describes a 

sacred tree decked with jewels instead of leaves. It is of interest to note that, with 

its putative connection to the Tree of Life, the bejewelling of the Cross of Crucifixion 

can be linked to this ancient tradition. 

                                                      
36 Ibid., 24-38. 
37 Benson, The Cross, 31-35. 
38 Ibid., 34. 
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3.4.2 The bejewelled cross 

The sacred kiškānû tree is the earliest reference to a bejewelled tree. It is described 

in the body of a long incantation of a Mesopotamian cuneiform text that later came 

to be known as The Legend of the Kiškānû-Tree.39 This bi-lingual text, written in both 

Sumerian and Akkadian, and dating to the middle of the third millennium BC, 

appears to describe a sacred tree: 

 

At Eridu there is a dark kiškānû-tree, growing in a pure place,  

Its appearance is lapis lazuli,  

Erected on the Apsū.  

Enki when walked there, filleth Eridu with abundance.40 

 

The kiškānû-tree, according to Mesopotamian mythology, was growing in the 

sanctuary of Enki, a prominent Sumerian god, whose seat was thought to have been 

the southern Sumerian city of Eridu. It is argued that the kiškānû-tree may once 

have been a real tree that was growing in a temple grove in a sanctuary, before it 

became “a cult symbol studded with lapis lazuli and various precious stones”.41 

Though the abundance bestowed on the ‘pure place’ by the mere presence 

of Enki is unspecified, the image it conjures up is of a garden of plenty, an iteration 

perhaps of Eden. Like the Christian god of Genesis, Enki too walks through his 

garden paradise. In this case, however, the sacred tree shimmers like lapis lazuli, 

revealing the magic of the tree whilst also signifying the power of the god. Lapis 

lazuli was a highly prized material, available only to those of status and is used to 

decorate some of the larger objects from the Royal Cemetery of Ur, such as a 

spouted cup, a dagger hilt and whetstone. Such objects are also referred to in 

literary texts. 

 

 

                                                      
39 S. Langdon, "The Legend of the Kiskanu," Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and 
Ireland 4 (1928): 843. 
40 Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life, 5. 
41 Ibid., 10. 
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’Lapis-like’ seems to have been a standard metaphor for unusual wealth 

from early in the extant literary tradition, and this precious stone was for 

long synonymous with gleaming splendour, an attribute of gods and 

heroes.42  

 

The motif of a bejewelled tree persisted, and the next time we encounter it in a 

Mesopotamian context is in the Epic of Gilgamesh, about five hundred years later, 

at the end of the third millennium. After losing his friend Enkidu, Gilgamesh, the 

hero, embarks on a journey to find the herb of immortality. During this journey he 

travels for twenty-four hours through a dark tunnel, finally emerging into an 

otherworldly garden, where the trees carried rare gems for fruit and leaves.  

 

He went forward, seeing [ …. ], the trees of the gods.  

The carnelian bore its fruit,  

Like bunches of grapes dangling, lovely to see,  

The lapis bore foliage,  

Fruit it bore, a delight to behold.  

[ … ] balsam [ … ],  

[ … ] cedar [ … ],  

Its fronds were green chlorite, [ … ] sweet dates,  

Coral (?), [ … ], rubies (?),  

Instead of thorns and brambles, there were [ … ] of red stone,  

He took up a carob, it was [ … ] of green stone!  

Agates, hematite, [ … ], amber (?),  

Instead of [ … ] and cucumbers, there were [ … ] of yellow stone,  

Instead of [ … ] there were [ … ] of turquoise, …. 43 

 

There may be different ways to interpret the occurrence of lapis lazuli in the 

Mesopotamian incantation, however, in the Epic of Gilgamesh it is clear that the 

                                                      
42 Peter R. S. Moorey, Ancient Mesopotamian Materials and Industries: The Archaeological Evidence, 
(Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1999), 85. 
43 Benjamin R. Foster, The Epic of Gilgamesh: A New Translation, Analogues, Criticism, (New York: W. 
W. Norton, 2001), 70. 
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author makes a virtue of exchanging organic matter with inorganic gemstones: 

inasmuch as the jewels impart importance to the tree in a social context, the tree in 

turn imbues the jewels with sacral significance. This may be more than a simple 

case of adorning a sacred object, but rather a mutual and symbiotic exchange of 

symbolic importance, keeping in mind that precious stones have an inherent 

symbolic meaning themselves.  

Based on several ancient texts, correspondence between the kiškānû-tree 

and the Biblical Tree of Life is plausible. In fact, it may be its precursor.44 If so, it is 

not surprising that the concept of the embellishment of the sacred tree was 

transferred onto the Cross of Christ, one of its first representations being the 

Crux Gemmata, a replica of the True Cross encrusted with precious stones. 

 

3.4.3 The Crux Gemmata 

Although the Latin term crux gemmata refers to any bejewelled cross, there  

seems to have existed a prototypical jewelled cross, i.e. the Crux Gemmata. The 

Crux Gemmata is generally thought to have stood at the site of the Crucifixion on 

Golgotha, around which the Church of the Holy Sepulchre was built. Constantine 

the Great may have commissioned a commemorative cross at the spot where his 

mother Helena was reputed to have found the True Cross, and thereby initiated its 

veneration. Regardless of whether or not an earlier version existed, a gem-studded 

cross was erected here by Theodosius II at the beginning of the fifth century.45 

Here again, we find resonances of the bejewelled tree and an ancestry of 

two and a half millennia. Here too the gemstones represent a mutual and symbiotic 

exchange of symbolic importance; the sacred tree that once stood in Paradise 

imbued now with the wealth and status of its patron Theodosius II. Charged with 

their own sacred significance, the jewels now operate in the culture and society of 

the Cross. Yet, in the case of the Crux Gemmata, there is a fundamental difference: 

while the kiškānû-tree and the bejewelled trees in The Epic of Gilgamesh are the 

                                                      
44 Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life, 6. 
45 Martin Werner, "On the Origin of the Form of the Irish High Cross," Gesta 29, no. 1 (1990). Note 
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works of gods, now it is men who have transformed, or in this case, adorned the 

sacred tree, albeit moved undoubtedly by a divine hand. 

While there is insufficient historical and archaeological information 

concerning this particularly rich bejewelled cross, other than that a cross of silver 

stood in its place by AD 620,46 visual references to it can be found throughout the 

art and iconography of the fifth and sixth centuries, such as the now heavily 

restored apse mosaic of Santa Pudenziana, Rome, dating to the late fourth/early 

fifth century (Plate 3-3), and the mosaic apse of the Basilica of Sant'Apollinare in 

Classe, Ravenna, dating to the mid-sixth century (Plate 3-4). Examples exist in 

sculpture, metal work, and illuminated manuscripts, and it is even embroidered on 

textiles, cf. the sixth century Coptic pall now in the Minneapolis Institute of Arts, 

and the chemise of St Bathilde preserved in Chelles (Plate 3-5), dating to the 

seventh century.  

 

 

Plate 3-3: Detail, apse mosaic, 
Sta Pudenziana, Rome, 

© Basilica di Santa Pudenziana 

 

Plate 3-4: Detail, apse mosaic, Basilica of Sant'Apollinare in 
Classe, Ravenna, 

Commons.Wikimedia.org 

 

 

                                                      
46 Ibid. 
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Plate 3-5: Detail, front of chemise of St Bathilde, 
Chelles, France, ca. 7th century, 

Courtesy of Kornbluth Photopraphy 

 

Plate 3-6: Cross of Cong, Ireland, 
ca. 12th century, 

© National Museum of Ireland 

 

Processional crosses were also modelled on the Crux Gemmata, e.g. Justin II 

processional cross preserved in the Vatican. In an Irish context, the magnificent 

Cross of Cong (Plate 3-6),47 dating to the twelfth century, bears the hallmarks of a 

cross inspired by the tradition of the jewelled cross. The eighth or ninth century 

cross from Tully Lough, though less opulent, may have been more highly decorated 

in its original state. The case has also been made that some of the high crosses, such 

as the Ahenny crosses, are also analogues of bejewelled crosses.48 

 

                                                      
47 Griffin Murray, The Cross of Cong: A Masterpiece of Medieval Irish Art, (Dublin: Irish Academic 
Press, 2014). 
48 Helen M. Roe, "The Irish High Cross: Morphology and Iconography," The Journal of the Royal 
Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 95, no. 1/2 (1965): 223. 
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One of the most important representations to have survived of the Crux Gemmata 

occurs on the aforementioned Coptic pall. The cross and ancillary ornamentations 

are embroidered onto a sheet of linen and wool cloth, measuring nearly 140 cm by 

70 cm (Plate 3-7). Its form is that of a Latin cross with slightly flared terminals, 

placed in front of a fruited wreath. The cross stands on a stepped base fixed by a 

mortice and tenon and is flanked by a vertical row of alternating fruits, five on each 

side. The size of the fabric and the wear marks along its sides suggest that it may 

have served as a church curtain and later as a pall, or burial wrapping.49 

An aspect of the Minneapolis pall that is of interest vis-à-vis the more 

common wreath-encircled symbols of this period, is that here the wreath is 

combined with a full Christian cross. The cross, however, stands in front of the 

wreath, dominant and therefore somewhat subordinating the victory crown to an 

                                                      
49 Lotus Stack, "A Coptic Textile: Iconography and Function," The Minneapolis of Arts Bulletin LXVI 
(1991): 103. 

 

Plate 3-7: Coptic pall, 
© Minneapolis Institute of Arts 
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inferior position in the pictogram.50 Perhaps even more interesting in the present 

context, however, is the distribution of fruits throughout the wreath, and similarly 

those arranged vertically on either side of the cross. Tentatively identified as 

pomegranates, lemons and apples, they are traditional symbols of rejuvenation and 

renewal.51 Their presence here re-foregrounds the arboreal dimensions of the cross, 

drawn out, as we shall see, in Apocrypha that engineer connections between the 

Tree of Life and the Cross of Crucifixion. 

 

3.5 The Tree of Life and the Cross of Crucifixion 

As we have seen, before Christianity nature itself, often represented as a tree, was 

the symbol par excellence of bounty, fecundity and renewal. The Crucifixion and 

Resurrection of Christ gave rise to a different vocabulary of symbols that might have 

presented in opposition to the old order were it not for the fact that the very 

woodenness of the cross itself permitted a blending of old and new: the cross could 

now assume the role of the Tree of Life. Appropriating the long symbolic pedigree 

of the Tree of Life, the crux foliata, i.e. the verdant cross, and vine came to stand for 

both, and in so doing drove home the message that Christ’s Resurrection 

represented a new beginning for the whole world, nature included. Moreover, the 

Tree of Life, the vine and the Cross all became synonymous with the Risen Christ.  

It is not until the twelfth century, however, that explicit connections are 

made between the Paradisal trees and the Cross of Christ. In due course, veneration 

of the Cross led to speculation about its origins, and to the conclusion that, as a 

sacred object, it too must have had a very special ancestry: connecting the Cross 

with the Paradisal trees of Life and of Knowledge could perhaps be described as a 

logical step. Thus, the association between these two symbols, the Cross and one or 

other of the Paradisal trees, bridges and unifies the Old and the New Testament 

into a conceptual whole, mirroring the concept of Christ as the new Adam, the 

symbol of salvation: the first Adam brought death to all because of his 

                                                      
50 Ibid., 99. 
51 Encyclopaedia Britannica Academic Online, s.v. "Hesperides." 
(http://academic.eb.com.libgate.library.nuigalway.ie/levels/collegiate/article/40277: accessed 
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transgression, but Jesus Christ, the new Adam, redeemed all of life by dying on the 

Cross and rising from the dead.  

 

For by a man came death, and by a man the resurrection of the dead. And as 

in Adam all die, so also in Christ all shall be made alive. 

(Cor. 15:21-22) 

 

Whereas it does not predicate later claims for a connection between the Paradisal 

trees and the cross, in according agency, consciousness, and a voice to the wood of 

the cross, the Old English poem the Dream of the Rood adds another thread to this 

tapestry, that is further reinforced by the association of text and imagery on the 

eighth century Ruthwell Cross.52 

 

3.5.1 The Ruthwell Cross, the Dream of the Rood and the Tree of Life 

Comprising two blocks of red sandstone, to a height of 5.5m, the Ruthwell Cross, at 

Drumfriesshire, Scotland, is the most comprehensive iconographical programme 

surviving in European sculpture of the early medieval period (Plate 3-8).53 On the 

broad faces of the cross are figural, religious scenes narrated, as it were, by Latin 

verses (tituli), whereas the inhabited vines on both narrow sides are framed by an 

early and short poetic text, inscribed in vernacular, runic English, ancestral to the 

Dream of the Rood.  

The cross was subject to wilful destruction over the period of its existence 

which resulted in the loss of its transom and damage to the lower portion of the 

lower stone. The iconography of the two narrow sides of its lower stone  

(Plate 3-9), the subject of this discussion, survived reasonably well, beside the 

obliteration of one-third of the accompanying runes on the lower part.  

 

                                                      
52 Ó Carragáin, Ritual and the Rood. 
53 Ibid., 257. 
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Plate 3-8: Ruthwell Cross, east side (now facing 
south), Drumfriesshire, Scotland, 

Commons.wikimedia.org 

 

Plate 3-9: Detail lower stone, Ruthwell Cross, 
south side (now facing west), Drumfriesshire, 

Scotland, Commons.wikimedia.org 

 

An inhabited vine-scroll extends along the two narrow sides, which is surrounded by 

the runes of a poetic narrative describing the crucifixion on the lower block. 

Although considerable portions of it are missing, this narrative finds its counterpart 

in a later and more detailed poem called The Dream of the Rood (hereafter Dream), 

a manuscript composed probably in the south of England around AD  1000 and held 

at the Cathedral Library at Vercelli since the eleventh century.54 It seems that the 

poem on the Ruthwell Cross depicts an earlier and also shorter version of the 

Dream. Both poems are so closely related to each other that some lines of each 

were used to replace missing ones in the other.55 There is also a third instance, a 

two-line inscription on a jewelled processional cross, now housed in the Cathedral 

of Sts Michel et Guduld in Brussels, that echoes the same sentiment expressed on 

the Ruthwell Cross and in the Dream.56 

 

                                                      
54 Ibid., 1, 7. 
55 Ibid., 7. 
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Cross is my name, once I bore the powerful king, trembling and 

drenched with blood. 57 

 

The importance of these three instances lies not only in the coherence of this 

uniquely English narrative tradition,58 but also in how eighth-century Anglo-Saxon 

Christians reflected on the Crucifixion. 

The Dream describes the narrator’s dream or vision of encountering the 

Cross of Crucifixion, simultaneously as a bejewelled and golden cross, evoking the 

image of the Crux Gemmata as it may have stood on Golgotha, and as a suffering 

and bleeding wooden cross. In the process of this encounter the narrator learns 

from the Cross about its personal experience of the Crucifixion. As the vision 

subsides, he contemplates on the Cross’ experience, and his own desire to seek it 

out and honour it. 

The most outstanding quality of this poem is not the description of Christ’s 

Crucifixion, which departs considerably from all four gospels,59 but that these 

events are told from the viewpoint of the Cross; essentially it is given a voice. 

This feature seems to be completely unique. Another peculiarity is that this poem is 

written in the vernacular and not in Latin. Ó Carragáin argues that this may be 

evidence that the Ruthwell Cross was created before the Synod of Clovesho in 

AD 747, where an insistence on “a correct and consciously-reformed Latin” was 

decreed and the role of the vernacular reduced “to simplify and popularize”.60 

A considerable amount of scholarly discourse exists around the construction 

of the Ruthwell Cross, the layout of the runic tituli, and its relationship to the vine-

scroll, using art-historical, archaeological and philological methods to critique the 

contemporaneity of poem and vine-scroll. German orientalist and theologian Franz 

Dietrich was first to advance the theory that the runic tituli relate to the vine-scroll 

in a tripartite way: “as a natural symbol (a tree providing fruit and life for all), as 

salvific (eternal life to be gained from the Cross) and as eschatological (the Tree of 

                                                      
57 Elizabeth Okasha, Hand-list of Anglo-Saxon non-Runic Inscriptions, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), 57-58. 
58 Ó Carragáin, Ritual and the Rood, 8. 
59 Ibid., 3. 
60 Ibid., 283-284. 
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Life: Revelation 2:7, 22:2)”.61 Dismissed at the time, his theory was revived a 

hundred years later by Cramp and Schwab, independently of one another, this time 

with the support of considerable comparative evidence. Their arguments were also 

dismissed: the unique, bordering layout of the verses seemed to carry the argument 

that they were added later.62 Ó Carragáin’s is the most recent, detailed appraisal of 

the Ruthwell Cross. Siding with Cramp and Schwab, he argues that the vine-scroll 

and its tituli are indeed contemporary. Nowhere in the inscription on the Ruthwell 

Cross, or in the Dream, do we find the slightest hint of the Cross’ connection to the 

Paradisal tree. As Ó Carragáin observes, “if the poet knew an early version of the 

Legend of the Cross, which traced the ancestry of the Cross through many stages 

back to the Tree of Life in Paradise, he avoided it”.63 The connection between the 

Cross of crucifixion and the Paradisal tree, which seem, in any case, to emerge only 

in the twelfth century, is in fact somewhat irrelevant because in this instance the 

vine-scroll is not per se a representation of the Paradisal tree but is, in fact, a 

symbol of Christ. 

Whereas it may be implicitly present through the multivalency of the symbol 

of the vine, it is John 15:1-5 that allows a connection between the inhabited vine-

scroll and the surrounding verses. Whereas the inscribed lines dwell on the horror 

of crucifixion, shared by both Christ and Rood, the otherwise incongruous 

exuberance of the inhabited vine-scroll is there to demonstrate the reward for 

suffering and dying with Christ. A positive outcome, portrayed by the inhabited 

vine-scroll, arises from a negative event and shows  

 

Christ to be the Tree of Life, that is, the axis at the centre of the world 

joining heaven and earth and providing spiritual food and healing for 

all.64 

 

                                                      
61 Ibid., 49. 
62 Ibid., 52-53. 
63 Ibid., 314. 
64 Jennifer O'Reilly, "The Art of Authority," in After Rome, ed., T. M. Charles-Edwards (Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 153. 
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Both Christ and Rood are sacrificed on Calvary. And in so far as the Rood shares in 

Christ’s Resurrection, the message is clear: even the Tree of Life, whatever its 

pedigree, owes its life and fruitfulness to the Sacrifice of Christ. 

Latin is the language of the cross, vernacular Old English is the language of 

the poem and, through its positioning, also the language of the living vine. 

The arrangement of the Latin and runic tituli on the Cross may be a way not so 

much to ease the transition from one to another, but assert Anglo-Saxon culture 

and tradition at a time when this was still possible. But the way in which these 

elements are arranged underlies the pre-eminence of the cross, with Latin 

occupying the seemingly prominent sides, whereas the vernacular poem and the 

vine are, as it were, confined to the narrow sides. They appear to be peripheral to 

the broad, central image of the cross. Yet, the rising vine/Tree of Life, alongside the 

whole length of the towering shaft, is indeed supporting the cross physically, 

and an integral part of the whole. 

Taking the Ruthwell Cross in its entirety, it becomes evident that the fusion 

of native components in the form of the vernacular used for the poem, and the 

religious narratives scenes accompanied with Latin narratives, and the familiarity 

with and acceptance of the Mediterranean symbol of the vine on a Christian Anglo-

Saxon monument, speaks to the intellectual sophistication, and indeed confidence, 

of early British Christians. 

 

Nowhere in Western Europe would anything like the Ruthwell vine-scroll and 

its vernacular verse tituli ever again be made the symbolic core of a great 

sculptural monument.65 

 

On the Ruthwell Cross the association of the Cross of Christ with the Tree of Life is 

implicit, something the Ruthwell community was encouraged to meditate on when 

facing the narrow sides during the liturgy. However, it was not until the end of the 

twelfth century before stories started to emerge that directly connected the 

Old Testament Paradisal tree with the New Testament Cross of Crucifixion. 
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3.5.2 The Legend of Seth  

The relationship between the Old and New Testament gave rise to theological 

concerns that, stimulated by the cathedral schools of the twelfth century, centred 

on the premise that the Old Testament was the prefiguration of the New, and, inter 

alia, foreshadowed the Coming of Christ. This exegetical discourse created new 

iconographic motifs and permeated most literary genres.66 One of its themes 

relates to the history of the wood of the Cross of Crucifixion. Beleth’s ca. AD 1170 

Rationale divinorum officiorum contains the oldest extant version of a story 

connecting, in a succinct order, the Paradisal Tree of Life with the Cross of 

Crucifixion.67 This story became known as The Legend of Seth, and is an 

amalgamation of two, otherwise unconnected, legends, The Legend of Seth and The 

Legend of the Wood of the Cross. However, the consolidated Legend of Seth was 

neither the final nor definitive version. The enormous popularity of both legends 

had already produced a bewildering array of interpolations, adaptations, 

translations and fusions, and the combined version generated even more. Meyer 

identified over fifty variations, dispersed throughout Europe, which had developed 

independently over a period of several hundred years.68 Evidently, it was one of the 

most popular Apocryphal legends between the twelfth and fifteenth century.69 A 

tidy and definitive timeline for the development of the story of the Rood, from its 

Paradisal origins to the Cross of Crucifixion, is almost impossible to establish, and 

the summary that follows can offer no more than a glimpse into the labyrinth that is 

the story of the Cross. 

The first part of the consolidated version, The Legend of Seth, is of Jewish 

origin, and its earliest extant version is the Apocaplypse of Moses, written in Greek, 

about AD 100. The Latin translation, Vita Adae et Evae (Life of Adam and Eve), is the 

vehicle of its transmission into European writing. The Legend first appeared in a 

Christian guise at the end of the fourth century, in the apocryphal Gospel of 
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Nicodemus,70 where is recounted Seth’s journey to Paradise to get the Oil of Mercy 

from the Tree of Life for his dying father. According to this version, the Archangel 

Michael refused Seth entry to the garden, but tells him of the imminent arrival of 

Christ, who is the Oil of Mercy. According to Quinn, this foreshadowing of the 

Coming of Christ is what guarantees the adoption of the story into the corpus of 

Christian legend and thus secured its endurance.71 

It is not until the twelfth century that stories started to appear that related 

to the provenance of the wood of the Cross of Crucifixion. One of the earliest 

versions of the Rood-tree legend in Western Europe, dates to the twelfth century 

and is preserved in Bodleian MS 343.72 It details the different incarnations of wood 

of the Tree of Life, and the actors involved, during its transformation into the Cross 

of Crucifixion; from Moses, who found three rods which though planted at different 

locations managed to grow together into one single trunk carrying three branches, 

cedar, cypress and pine; to King Solomon and his failed attempt to use this wood for 

the building of his temple; to a harlot who prophesises that from this wood the 

Cross of Crucifixion will be made. 

Only in the next stage of the evolution of the Rood legend, however, is the 

wood traced back to Paradise, from where it is carried to earth either in the form of 

a seed or a twig or cutting. The oldest extant version referring to a seed was 

interpolated into the Imago mundi of Honorus of Autun during the 1150s, and 

contains a number of innovations. It relates to Adam’s burial on Calvary/Golgotha, 

reporting that an angel placed a seed from the Tree of Knowledge into his mouth 

from which a tree grew. This in turn gave rise to the concept that the same tree lies 

behind both Fall and Redemption.73 By AD 1170 the Legend of Seth was finally 

combined with stories concerning the wood of the Cross in Beleth’s Rationale 

divinorum officiorum. In Geoffrey of Vitebo’s Pantheon (ca. 1180), not Seth, but an 

apocryphal son of Noah travels to Paradise and is given three twigs that fuse 

together into one tree.74 Just as there are divergent versions of which of the two 
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Paradisal trees was its ultimate progenitor, there are also diverse accounts of how 

any of these miraculous trees ended up as the Cross of Crucifixion. Regardless, 

something more important had occurred; in grafting the scriptural and apocryphal 

traditions of the Tree of Life onto the Cross, Christianity created something new in 

the religious landscape, independent and distinguished from the motifs and themes 

of paganism.75 The amalgamation of these two motifs into one seamless narrative 

found its most vivacious expression across all artistic media: paint, fresco, mosaic 

and woodcut.76 

 

 

Plate 3-10: Apse mosaic, Basilica of San Clemente, Rome, ca. AD 1200, 
© http://basilicasanclemente.com 

 

The Cross arising from the acanthus on the apse mosaic of the Basilica of 

San Clemente in Rome (Plate 3-10), symbolising one or the other of the Paradisal 

trees, also testifies to the notion that species is, indeed, culturally specific. As a 

plant native to the Mediterranean and Asia, the acanthus has a long history in art 

and architecture; its leaves are a popular ornamental motif deployed, most closely 
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associated with the capitals of Corinthian columns. It has an even longer history as a 

medicinal plant from which it may have derived its symbolic meanings of 

rejuvenation, fecundity and immortality.77 

The significance of the Paradisal tree/sacred tree as the source of salvation 

and life everlasting —through the Crucifixion of Christ— is particularly emphasised. 

The abundant fecundity of the plant surrounds, and almost engulfs, the crucified 

Christ, thus strengthening its intended salvific message. 

 

 

 

Plate 3-11: Tree of Life, Pacino di 
Bonaguida, AD 1310, Florence, Italy, 

© Galleria dell’Accademia  

 

Plate 3-12: Allegory of the Cross, Taddeo Gaddi, Fresco, 
Santa Croce, Florence, Italy, AD 1330, 

Commons.wikimedia.org 

 

In using the image of a tree in full bloom, the Cross of Crucifixion also accentuates 

the verdancy of the (holy) wood/Cross. Di Bonaguida’s ‘Tree of Life’ panel painting, 

for instance, carries the explicit notion that Christ is crucified not on a cross 

constructed from dead wood, but on a twelve-branched, living tree with medallions, 

representing its leaves or fruits, depicting scenes from His life (Plate 3-11). 

                                                      
77 Pliny, Natural History, 22.34, points out its various medicinal uses. 
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The base of the trunk has the appearance of having been hewn into a post and is 

planted into a mound representing Golgotha under which is depicted a cave or 

tomb, that of either Adam of Jesus. The mound is in turn central to seven scenes 

from the narrative of the Creation and Fall. The later ‘Allegory of the Cross’ by 

Gaddi (Plate 3-12) is thematically very similar to di Bonaguida’s ‘Tree of Life’, though 

it does not show Christ crucified on a tree, but on the verdant Cross with twelve 

branch-like scrolls apparently emanating from it. 

While these two examples represent twelfth century thinking and 

engagement with the concept that developed from various apocryphal traditions 

concerning the developmental origins of the Cross and encouraged more explicit 

artistic connections between the Paradisal trees and the Cross of Crucifixion, they 

also draw from the intrinsic verdancy of the Cross; a motif that was already well 

established in early Christian art by the twelfth century. 

 

3.5.3 The verdant Cross 

Whereas the motif of the Cross arising directly from the sacred tree/Tree of Life 

illustrates in an overt way the developmental origins of the Cross, the symbol of the 

verdant Cross, the Crux foliata, reflects and thus emphasises the living wood behind 

its ancestry. Some of the earliest crucifixion scenes that exhibit this motif appear on 

pewter ampullae from Jerusalem, examples of which survive at Monza and Bobbio. 

Some ampullae bear the image of the Palmate Cross, (what Newman and Walsh 

refer to as a Crux Foliate), emerging from the Aedicule with the Head of Christ 

either atop the Cross (Plate 3-13) or centred on the transom (Plate 3-14); 

symbolising both the Resurrection and the Ascension.78 

 

                                                      
78 Conor Newman and Niamh Walsh, "Iconographical Analysis of the Marigold Stone, Carndonagh, 
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Plate 3-13: Pilgrim ampulla, Monza  
after Grabar, no.10 

 

Plate 3-14: Pilgrim ampulla, Bobbio 
after Grabar, no. 3 

 

The palmate Cross, constructed from the wood of the date palm, exemplifies how 

symbols of sacred tree traditions inform early Christian iconography. The date palm 

was one of the first fruit trees to be extensively cultivated in ancient Sumer and 

Mesopotamia from around the third millennium BC onwards. Besides its practical 

uses in agricultural and domestic contexts, its ability to thrive and produce fruits in 

dry and barren conditions over many months per year, for sixty to eighty years, 

testifies to a type of singular resilience that is ripe for translation into symbol. 

According to Schama, this resilience contributed to its veneration and association 

with immortality,79 hence its appearance on sarcophagi and church sculpture not 

only in Palestine, but also in Europe from the sixth century onwards.80 Newman and 

Walsh have argued that in an Insular context it occurs on the so-called ‘Marigold 

Stone’ at Carndonagh, Co. Donegal. 

 

                                                      
79 Schama, Landscape and Memory, 214. 
80 J. Raspi-Serra, Corpus Della Scultura Altomedievale: Le diocesi dell'Alto Lazio, (Spoleto: Pr. del 
Centro Italiano di Studi sull'Alto Medioevo, 1974). 
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Plate 3-15: ‘Marigold Stone’, left: west face; right: east face, Carndonagh, Inishowen, Co. Donegal, 
after Newman, fig. 1a, 1b 

 

Suggesting a shared iconography with the aforementioned Resurrection ampullae, 

they argue that the superimposed crosses on the east face emphasise the 

revivification of the hewn wood of the Cross of Crucifixion.81 Instead of the Palmate 

Cross, however, here, and elsewhere in Insular Christian art, the living wood is 

represented by a simple rope-twist motif.82 The two crosses on the east face of the 

‘Marigold Stone’ are connected by a two-strand triquetra knot emanating from the 

frame of the lower, equal armed, rope-filled cross. Unframed, and therefore alive 

(i.e. unhewn), these strands make up the upper cross. Thus, “the rope twist of the 

east face, with all the sinuousness of a living, climbing vine, refers to the Tree of Life 

and the liturgy of the Sacred Vine; it is the precise equivalent of the foliate shaft of 

the Bobbio ampulla”.83 Deployment of the iconographical formula of the Palestinian 

ampulla demonstrates the familiarity of Irish symbolists with near-contemporary 

                                                      
81 Newman and Walsh, "Iconographical Analysis of the Marigold Stone, Carndonagh, Inishowen, Co. 
Donegal," 171 ff. 
82 Ibid., 172. 
83 Ibid. 
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artistic reflections on the transformation of the Tree of Life into the Cross to 

symbolise the Resurrection. 

Knowledge in the Insular World of this iconography can also be witnessed on 

a variety of Anglo-Saxon artefacts,84 including coins,85 metalwork86 and on stone 

sculpture. On the tenth century miniature carving portraying the Crucifixion in 

Romsey Abbey, Hampshire (Plate 3-16), sinuous, vine-like shoots emerge from the 

lower portion of the cross-shaft in a very explicit depiction of the verdancy of the 

wood and on the late eighth-century bronze plaque found at Asby Winderwath 

Common, Cumbria (Plate 3-17), Susan Youngs identifies an equal armed cross 

superimposed on an inhabited vine/tree that issues from a chalice. Both examples 

demonstrate the transformation of the Tree of Life into the Cross of Christ, which 

speaks directly to the notion that the Crucifixion was atonement for the Fall. 

 

 

Plate 3-16: Crucifixion scene, Romsey Abbey, 
Hampshire, 10th century, © Romsey Abbey 

 

Plate 3-17: Bronze plaque, Asby Winderwath, 
Cumbria, 8th century, © British Museum 

 

On the whole, the Insular familiarity with traditional exegesis and its artistic 

interpretation is evident. The next section looks at vernacular poems that contain 

                                                      
84 Susan Youngs, "A Northumbrian Plaque from Asby Winderwath, Cumbria," in Northumbria's 
Golden Age, ed., J. Hawkes, et al. (Stroud, England: Sutton, 1999), 293. 
85 Anna Gannon, The Iconography of Early Anglo-Saxon Coinage: Sixth to Eighth Centuries, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), fig. 2.67a. 
86 Youngs, "A Northumbrian Plaque from Asby Winderwath, Cumbria," 281-95. 



Chapter 3: The Tree of Life 

74 
 

the Story of the Fall, before narrowing the focusing on the Irish evidence, which 

allows a specific insight into the mind of Christians thinkers and artist and how they 

engaged with the concept of the Tree of Life on this island. 

 

3.6 The Tree of Life in the Story of the Fall – Insular interpretations 

In addition to exegesis, vernacular adaptations of Biblical texts, particularly those of 

Genesis, were an important part of Christian culture as the many language versions 

attest. The Genesis B poem is originally an Old Saxon poem which survived in Old 

English and dates to mid-tenth century,87 and the Saltair na Rann, a collection of 

Early Middle Irish poems, dating to the end of the tenth century,88 are two 

contemporary Insular examples. There are significant differences between them, 

but what both texts have in common is that they are essentially vernacular 

adaptations of the Vita Adae et Evae (VA) while integrating Biblical texts, as well as 

pseudoepigraphic Adam-material in their interpretation of the Story of the Fall.89 

The seemingly earlier Genesis B, interpolated into what is referred to as 

Genesis A text, is a poem which is included in the partially illustrated Junius 11 

manuscript. It is considered an unusual account of the Story of the Fall, one that 

stands out from other vernacular adaptations. Here, Satan first tempts Adam by 

using a subordinate devil who masquerades as an angel (in form of a serpent) sent 

by God. The serpent tells Adam that God has changed his mind and now wants him 

to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. As Adam does not believe him, the serpent 

turns to Eve. He convinces her that if Adam does not obeys God’s will, they will both 

suffer from divine retribution.90 Thus Eve, fearing God’s wrath, persuades Adam to 

eat from the tree. 

Despite the narrative differences between the Genesis B text and the Biblical 

Story of the Fall, the description and role of the Tree of Life are identical. In 

contrast, both the description and the role of the Tree of Knowledge in the 

                                                      
87 Catherine E. Karkov, Text and Picture in Anglo-Saxon England: Narrative Strategies in the Junius 11 
Manuscript, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 2. 
88 David H. Greene and Fergus Kelly, The Irish Adam and Eve Story from Saltair na Rann, 2 vols., vol. 
1, (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1976), 8. 
89 Murdoch, The Medieval Popular Bible, 46, 50. 
90 http://www.gutenberg.org/files/618/618-h/618-h.htm#genesisb 
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Genesis B text differ dramatically from that of the Biblical passage, but this will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 

The Saltair na Rann, ‘Psalter of Quatrains’, is the Irish vernacular version of 

the Biblical stories of the Creation of the World and the Fall. The poem was written 

down in its entirety in the early twelfth century (Rawlinson B 502), but due to 

linguistic evidence as well as an allusion to an historical event it can be dated to the 

late tenth century.91 It originally contained 150 cantos, but twelve further cantos, 

dealing with several Biblical topics, were added at a later stage.92 In verse form it 

exists in part only in several other manuscripts as well as in a series of prose 

redactions.93  

The Story of the Fall in Saltair na Rann is much closer to Genesis. Here, 

Lucifer, out for vengeance, is asking the serpent to lend him his body so that he can 

trick Eve to eat from the forbidden tree and that she may give some of it to Adam as 

well (canto 8, line 1153-60) with the consequence that they will both be banished 

from Paradise. After eating half of the apple from the forbidden tree “her body 

changed —a wide penalty— her fair covering fell from her.”94 When Adam sees his 

wife naked, she only wants to answer his questions after he ate the other half of the 

apple. 

The central role of the Tree of Life does also occur in the Irish poem. 

However, this is not immediately discernible. While a description of the Tree of Life 

occurs in canto II (line 613-16), which deals with the description of Heaven, and 

likewise makes an appearance in the description of Paradise (canto VI, line 1017–

20), its central position comes to the fore only after Adam’s and Eve’s transgression 

when all are assembled in Paradise to meet God, “in the middle of Paradise….., the 

place where the tree of life is.”95 Likewise, there is no indication of the existence of 

the Tree of Knowledge prior to God’s prohibition not to eat from one (nameless) 

tree. Its form and function within the poem is, like that in the Old English Genesis B 

text, one of the subjects of the following chapter.  

                                                      
91 Murdoch, The Medieval Popular Bible, 44. 
92 Greene and Kelly, The Irish Adam and Eve Story, vol. 1, 7. 
93 For a detailed summary of all verse and prose version see Murdoch, The Medieval Popular Bible, 
45-47. 
94 Canto IX, line 1295-6, Greene and Kelly, The Irish Adam and Eve Story, vol. 1, 43. 
95 Canto IX, line 1383-4, ibid., 49. 
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However, what can be established at this point is that the binary union of the Tree 

of Life and Tree of Knowledge, which played such a fundamental part in Genesis and 

the Holy Scriptures in general, does not seem to have such prominence in the Irish 

vernacular adaptation. Perhaps, due to the wide-ranging pre-Christian Irish affinity 

for trees (Chapter 2), so intrinsic a part of Irish society, and the willingness of the 

Irish Christian church to accept certain aspects of this sacred tree tradition while 

appropriating others,96 both the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge appear to be of 

equal footing within these existing traditions, which persisted for almost one 

thousand years after the introduction of Christianity.  

  

3.7 The iconography of the Tree of Life in Irish Christian art 

Contrary to what the evidence would suggest elsewhere, it appears that not only 

did the Irish have no difficulties accepting two more sacred trees —the Tree of Life 

and Tree of Knowledge— to their already extensive sacred tree traditions, but also 

that the Christian church in Ireland did not suppressed the Sacrality of the tree, but 

adapted it for their own purposes. 

For instance, in the Life of Berach a willow tree produces a heavy crop of 

apples at the request of the saint,97 and in the Life of Mochuda, the saint performed 

several miracles related to an apple tree when challenged to show the power of 

god. He brought forth leaves, blossoms and fruits, as well as changing the fruit from 

a sour taste to a sweet and delicious one.98 Maedoc, in the Life of Maedoc, not only 

transformed a withered hazel staff into a living, un-aging tree, but also revived 

some barren trees which started to produce edible fruits once again.99 

Accounts such as these can be found throughout the hagiographies of Irish 

saints, although a marked change occurred in the portrayal of the sacred tree. The 

emphasis is no longer placed on the magical abilities of trees, but rather on the 

actions and prayers of the saints. This change can also be observed in relation to 

                                                      
96 Charles Doherty, "Kingship in Early Ireland," in The Kingship and Landscape of Tara, ed., E. 
Bhreathnach (Dublin: Four Courts, 2005), 6. 
97 Bethada Náem nÉrenn - Lives of the Irish Saints, 29. 
98 Ibid., 284. 
99 Ibid., 185, 232. 



Chapter 3: The Tree of Life 

77 
 

sacred wells. The sacred tree and the water of life are an intrinsic combination, 

frequently manifested in cults associated with sacred wells, and are to be found 

across a great many cultures, spanning many millennia.  Changes to the cult of the 

sacred well and its associated bush or tree is one of the markers that clearly traces 

the process of the Christianisation of this island.100 The earliest historical reference 

is in Adomnan’s Life of St Columba, where the saint miraculously caused a spring to 

appear from a rock in order to baptise a child. He also blessed a well which was 

regarded as ‘famous amongst this heathen people’, but ‘contaminated’ by 

demons.101 Lucas aptly commented that “virtually every saint whose life has come 

down to us is credited with the miraculous production of one or many of them (i.e. 

holy wells) and they were in the past, and to some extent still are, centres of 

popular devotion.”102 Although a sacred tree is not explicitly mentioned in such 

accounts, bushes and trees were traditionally frequently associated with holy wells, 

and this fits quite well with the European evidence observed earlier.  

Consequently, the longevity of these sacred tree traditions creates the 

expectation of a plethora of instances of Tree of Life depictions in Irish Christian art. 

Yet, my research has shown so far that recognisable Tree of Life symbolism is not as 

common as one might expect. While it occurs on a variety of media, the actual 

number of artefacts bearing this iconography seems to be rather small. Reasons for 

this may be two-fold; first, in Christian tradition the power to give life was 

transferred to the Risen Christ as a consequence of His sacrifice, Resurrection and 

Ascension, and thus no longer lay solely with the Tree of Life. In embodying the 

essence of the Tree of Life, symbols of Christ may have been used to convey the 

idea of life everlasting instead of or in conjunction with inherited symbols 

connected with the sacred tree/Tree of Life, such as the cross, the A and Ω103, or 

even Christ’s portrait. 

This leads to the second reason for the paucity of Tree of Life symbols, which 

relates to the question of what constitutes identifiable Tree of Life symbols: is every 

                                                      
100 Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, (London: Henry Frowde, 1910), i.cxlix. 
101 Adomnán, Life of St Columba, (http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T201040/index.html: CELT: 
Corpus of Electronic Texts, 2008). 
102 Lucas, "The Sacred Trees of Ireland," 40. 
103 “Fear not. I am the Frist and the Last, and alive, and was dead, and behold I am living for ever and 
ever, and have the keys of death and of hell.” Rev. 1:17-18. 
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plant or tree whether stylised or non-descript potentially a representation of the 

Tree of Life if it occurs in an appropriate context, or are only definitive symbols such 

as the Cross or identifiable species, such as the vine to be so regarded? The 

question particularly arises regarding the symbol of the cross which in some 

instances may be equated with the Tree of Life; can every cross, or cruciform 

arrangement, be equally read as a representation of the Tree of Life? This surely 

cannot be the case, even though the multivalency of the cross may allow for such 

interpretation. For instance, a verdant cross is not necessarily a representation of 

the Tree of Life; its depiction on the sixth century Palestinian ampullae speaks more 

to the Resurrection than to the Paradisal trees. 

Imbuing life into dead wood can only be achieved by the sacrifice of Christ 

and the life-giving properties of His blood. It is, however, possible to allow the Cross 

to be a manifestation of the Tree of Life from the twelfth century onwards, as by 

then Apocrypha permitted a mental link between the wood of the Tree of Life/ 

Tree of Knowledge and the Cross of Crucifixion, as we have seen in the Story of 

Seth. 

Accordingly, it has to be allowed that the depiction of a tree is not 

necessarily a reference to the Tree of Life, but may have other connotations, 

perhaps deriving from local customs and traditions. Other factors, such as type and 

function of the artefact on which the motif occurs, any accompanying 

ornamentation or decorative elements, as well as the locality, all have to be taken 

into account to support, or not, a particular interpretation. 

Consequently, the following overview focuses on instances where the Tree 

of Life can be identified as such with some confidence, and relies to a large extent 

on previous works which encountered Tree of Life symbols, sometimes as a by-

product of studies into other areas. This overview is arranged according to medium 

and encompasses (with one exception) the period between the sixth and tenth 

century AD. 
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3.7.1 Vellum 

Ireland’s most famous Early Medieval Irish manuscript, the Book of Kells, boasts the 

first example of Tree of Life iconography on insular vellum. The book was created 

around AD 800 either at the monastic site at Iona, or at Kells.104 Lavishly illustrated, 

it contains the four Gospels written in Latin and is based on the Vulgate text. 

The majority of foliate ornaments that embellish the texts, or which form 

part of the illuminated pages, are variations on the Classical/early Christian symbol 

of the vine. They can be generally divided into two forms: single-or multi-stemmed 

vine-sprays, and fully developed vine-scrolls, inhabited or uninhabited, which 

emerge from a vase/chalice.105 However, there are many more instances 

throughout the book where stylised versions of these two forms, like doodles, are 

used to extend letters (Plate 3-18) and are deliberately placed between words 

(Plate 3-19), or used as line fillers (Plate 3-20). 

 

 

Plate 3-18:Detail,  
fol 274r, TCD MS 58, 

© Book of Kells 

 

Plate 3-19: Detail, 
 fol 292v, TCD MS 58, 

© Book of Kells 

 

Plate 3-20: Detail, fol 235r, TCD MS 58, 
© Book of Kells 

 

The classical composition of vine-scroll and chalice, both as inhabited and 

uninhabited vine-scroll, is the most common form, such as it occurs in the frames of 

two of the four Evangelists symbol-folios (folios 27v, 129v), as well as on three of 

the major initial pages (fol 34r: Chi Rho page; fol 188r: Initial page of the Gospel of 

Luke and fol 292r: Initial page of the Gospel of John).106  

                                                      
104 Bernard Meehan, The Book of Kells, (Thames & Hudson, 2012). 
105 Douglas Mac Lean, "Northumbrian Vine-scroll Ornament and the Book of Kells," in Northumbria's 
Golden Age, ed., J. Hawkes, et al. (Stroud, England: Sutton, 1999), 178. 
106 Ibid., 184. 
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In fol 32v, a portrait of Christ, the central figure of Christ is flanked by two peacocks, 

each having their feet entangled in the vines that emerge from a chalice, with the 

vine on the left-hand side carrying grapes (Plate 3-21). 

 

  

The combination of peacock, vine and chalice occurs on many more pages 

throughout the book,107 and on fol 32v is visually linked with the figure of Christ by 

the colour blue, which was seen as a celestial colour.108 Both peacock and sacred 

vine are ancient symbols of fecundity and immortality, which as Christian symbols 

evoke the image of the Resurrection and the promise of life everlasting through 

Christ’s death. Simultaneously, as Eucharistic symbols, and emphasised by the host 

on the peacock wings, they reference the Last Supper and thus link the Eucharist to 

Christ.109 

As of yet, there seems to be no scholarly consensus as to the impetus for the 

various artistic interpretations of the vine in the Book of Kells, which range from 

trefoil compositions of leaves to pointed central leaves and dots/berries.110 Parallels 

can be found across a wide geographical area and in a variety of media, from the 

                                                      
107 Meehan, The Book of Kells, 120; Mac Lean, "Northumbrian Vine-Scroll Ornament." 
108 Heather Pulliam, "Color," Studies in Iconography 33 (2012): 8. 
109 George Henderson, From Durrow to Kells: The Insular Gospel-Books, 650-800, (New York: Thames 
and Hudson, 1987), 159. 
110 Mac Lean, "Northumbrian Vine-Scroll Ornament," 186. 

 

Plate 3-21: Detail, fol 32v, TCD MS 58, © Book of Kells  
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plant forms on the lintel plaques over the doorways of the Dome of the Rock in 

Jerusalem to paragraph marks in Coptic manuscripts and, closer to home, in 

Northumbrian art, such as the inhabited and uninhabited vines on the Bewcastle 

and Ruthwell Crosses.111 However, while there seems to be no scholarly consensus 

concerning the impetus for the variations on the images of the vine, the very same 

plant/vessel combination on fol. 114r was interpreted by Farr as representations of 

olive trees (Plate 3-22).112 

 

 

Plate 3-22: fol. 114r, TCD MS 58, © Book of Kells 

 

 

 

Plate 3-23: Detail, fol. 114r 

 

She based her interpretation on an in-depth study of the folio and its peculiar 

position within the text of the manuscript (Matthew 26:30). In her discussion she 

points out that a multivalent figura evoked by Zacharias 4:1-14, particularly line 14 

(And he said: These are two sons of oil, who stand before the Lord of the whole 

earth.) may have influenced the artist when he created folio 114r. For her, the two 

figures are attendants flanking the central figure of Christ, represented here as 

anthropomorphised olive trees with branches growing from their heads, their triple 

fruits, yellow in colour, are olives, or rather a possible reference to their oil, which is 

venerated in human consumption, but equally important in an ecclesiastical 

contexts.113 She finds further parallels of this grouping, Christ flanked by two ‘olive 

trees’, in Exodus 17 and Apocalypse 11, which equally can be linked with 

                                                      
111 Ibid., 186-190. 
112 Carol Farr, The Book of Kells: Its Function and Audience, (British Library, 1997), 111. 
113 Ibid. 
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Matthew 26:30 (within the image is placed) and the image itself.114 Her study of 

patristic and Insular exegesis of these texts added further dimensions to her 

argument that the two figures and the plants above their heads may be indeed 

representing olive trees. 

 While this may seem to be somewhat attenuated, given that the plant with 

the fruit-bearing tendrils emerging from chalice or urn-like object is traditionally 

seen as a vine and as this combination can be found throughout the Book of Kells, 

the multivalency of such a symbolic combination could make her interpretation 

plausible, particularly as the olive tree and its fruit are closely connected with Christ 

in exegetical literature.115 O’Reilly, not dismissing Farr’s suggestions, takes a more 

all-encompassing approach in her own interpretation of the same folio.116 She 

proposes that the Kells image may be the result of a cross-fertilisation of the 

concept that both the olive and the vine are associated and connected with, as well 

as being representative for the figure of Christ. Two passages that demonstrate this 

are the Johannine proclamation “I Am the true vine; and my Father is the 

husbandman,” (John 15:1) and Romans 11:16-24 concerning the allegory of the 

branches of the wild olive tree which are grafted into the good one that comes with 

the warning of their removal in the case they do not bear good fruit. In a series of 

what she calls “exegetical chains of texts”, she is able to demonstrate that in both 

cases, the faithful are “grafted and rooted in Christ the olive tree and also to feed 

on the fruit of the olive”, as well as His true disciples are the branches (John 15:5), 

which “combines allusions both to the incorporation of the faithful into the body of 

Christ, the Church, and to the Eucharist on which the faithful feed.”117 

Notwithstanding the differences in interpretation, it appears that the Kells artists 

adhered strictly to Early Christians’ interpretations of the Tree of Life in 

predominantly using the Late Antique/early Christian symbol of the vine. There is 

however, a later Irish manuscript that portrays Tree of Life symbolism of a different 

kind. 

                                                      
114 Ibid. 
115 Jennifer O'Reilly, "The Book of Kells, Folio 114r," in The Age of Migrating Ideas: Early Medieval Art 
in Northern Britain and Ireland, ed., Michael R. Spearman, et al. (Edinburgh: National Museums of 
Scotland, 1993), 110. 
116 Ibid. 
117 Ibid., 110-111. 
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The Leabhar Breac, the Speckled Book, is a fourteenth century manuscript that was 

written by a single scribe in Múscraige Tíre, Co. Tipperary. It contains a number of 

different religious and Biblical materials derived from Latin and Irish literature and 

history,118 and has two drawings; the menorah on page 121 (Plate 3-24) and a 

drawing of the Crucifixion on page 166. 

 

 

Plate 3-24: Detail, page 121, Leabhar Breac, MS23 P16, © RIA Dublin 

 

Since these are its only two drawings, it makes the seven-armed candelabrum, one 

of the most recognised symbols of Judaism, an interesting choice in the context of 

this chapter. The menorah, placed amidst the text on the history of the children of 

Israel,119 may represent Christ’s origins and consequently those of Christianity. It is 

not an explicit representation of the Tree of Life, and certainly not a Christian 

symbol, but finds its ancestry, like that of the Biblical Tree of Life and the Cross of 

Crucifixion, in the sacred tree of ancient Near Eastern origins.120 

                                                      
118 https://www.ria.ie/library/catalogues/special-collections/medieval-and-early-modern-
manuscripts/leabhar-breac-speckled. 
119 http://www.isos.dias.ie/english/index.html 
120 Meyers, The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol From the Biblical Cult, 81. 
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This is not a small drawing, but prominently occupies the upper half of the right 

hand column of this page. It is drawn purposefully after the text of the left hand 

column was finished, with the right hand column written afterwards; thirteen lines 

between the base and the arms, interrupted by the central arm and the remaining 

lines below the base of the menorah. 

However, as the menorah cannot be counted as a Christian Tree of Life 

symbol, it seems that it is only the Book of Kells that exhibits this particular 

iconography on vellum, from the extant corpus of Irish illuminated manuscripts. 

While its range is quite narrow; confined to the variations on the vine, the 

repertoire of Tree of Life symbolism becomes much broader in the ensuing decades 

and centuries. It is interesting to note that apart from this one exception, no other 

insular illuminated manuscript appears to portray recognisable Christian Tree of Life 

iconography. 

 

3.7.2 Metal 

3.7.2.1 The Derrynaflan chalice 

Ryan,121 in his analysis of the decoration and iconography of the pieces that belong 

to what is now known as Derrynaflan hoard, was able to identify one of the earliest 

examples of Tree of Life symbolism in the decoration of Irish metalwork. It occurs 

on the chalice, which is part of the hoard discovered in Co. Tipperary in 1980. It 

includes also a bronze strainer, silver paten, and paten-stand, all dating from the 

ninth century.122 

The structure and decoration of the chalice is similar to that of the earlier, 

eighth century Ardagh chalice, and some of the decorative elements of the 

Derrynaflan chalice are mirrored in other pieces of this hoard. The ornamentation 

of both the chalice and paten is marked by its elaborated style, using decorative 

techniques such as Kerbschnitt, Pressblech and repoussé, knitted silver and copper 

wire mesh, filigree, granulation and gilding, amongst others.123 

                                                      
121 Michael Ryan, Studies in Medieval Irish metalwork, (London: The Pindar Press, 2002). 
122 Ibid., 42, 148. 
123 Ibid., 228. 
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Filigree panels, for instance, are numerous; the chalice alone contains eighty-four. 

They feature anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, curvilinear motifs and interlace, which 

Ryan sees as having Christian origins.124 Iconographic parallels of its decoration can 

also be found in the Book of Kells, and in Anglo-Saxon art of the eighth and ninth 

century.125 It is in the filigree ornamentation of one of the handles where Ryan 

recognised the Tree of Life symbol in the shape of a plant that is flanked by two 

stylised birds (Plate 3-25 ).126 

 

 

Plate 3-25: Detail, filigree panel, 
Derrynaflan chalice, after Ryan, 241 

 

Plate 3-26: Details, coloured, filigree panel, 
Derrynaflan chalice 

 

The tiny, semi-circular panel is sitting in a prominent position; right atop the 

shoulder of the handle, close to where the handle meets the chalice body and is 

therefore clearly visible to anyone looking at it from the top, or using the chalice. 

The identifiable features in the decoration of this panel consist of obovate 

leaves, a trunk, two stylised birds and possible fruits. The four central and 

symmetrically arranged obovate leaves seem to originate from a common sphere 

close to the apex of the panel, with the two smaller leaves overlapping the larger 

ones. From this top sphere run a series of further, slightly smaller spheres alongside 

the central axis, though not in complete vertical alignment, giving the impression of 

a winding trunk. 

There are further spheres of varying sizes that do not seem to belong to the 

trunk, but sit inside and outside the obovate leaves. Taking into consideration that 

the symmetrical, slightly curved inwards shapes that flank the central leaves are 

                                                      
124 Ibid., 236. 
125 Ibid., 229. 
126 Ibid., 236. 
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considered to symbolise two stylised birds, the additional spheres could therefore 

be interpreted as fruits. Consequently, the birds could be seen as picking the fruits 

of the Tree of Life; a motif that finds parallels in the repertoire of pre-Christian and 

early Christian iconographies, where the (sacred) tree is often flanked by (winged) 

creatures or birds on funerary or memorial monuments.  

 

 

Plate 3-27: Limestone relief, 
Nimrud, North West Palace, ca. 900 BC, 

© Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 

 

Plate 3-28: Urartian, detail of bronze helmet of 
King Sarduri II, 760-743 BC, 
© Hermitage, St Petersburg 

 

 

Plate 3-29: Detail, Sarcophagus of Theodora, 9th century, © Civil Museum, Pavia 

 

The inclusion of the Tree of Life motif in the decoration of a liturgical vessel, such as 

a chalice, is therefore not an unexpected find, given the long established 

iconographical connection between the chalice, sacred tree/Tree of Life and birds. 

Yet, it does not seem to be an essential requirement, as this motif is absent in the 

decoration of the Ardagh chalice. A further example of Tree of Life iconography on 

Irish metalwork belongs to the corpus of church paraphernalia and occurs on a 

tenth/eleventh century crozier.127 

 

                                                      
127 Maire MacDermott, "The Crosiers of St Dympna and St Mel and Tenth-Century Irish Metal-Work," 
Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy. Section C. 58 (1956/57): 182, 193  
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3.7.2.2 St Mel’s crozier 

St Mel’s crozier was found near the old cathedral of St Mel’s during the nineteenth 

century. It remained in St Mel’s Cathedral in Longford until December 2009, when a 

fire in the cathedral almost completely destroyed it.128 

The crozier, however, had been examined from an art-historical perspective 

by MacDermott129 in the late 1950s and underwent a technical examination and 

restoration in the early 1970s.130 These published papers, including copies of 

photographs held in the National Museum of Ireland, provide the only extant 

textual and visual references to its construction and decoration prior to the fire. 

The crozier is a wooden walking staff of yew, partially encased in both 

elaborately decorated and plain brass casings.131 The ecclesiastical figure that fills 

the recessed front portion of the drop inset suggests that the crozier seems to be 

dated to the late eleventh and early twelfth century,132 yet several design features 

support the notion that the crozier fits more closely into a mid-tenth-century 

context.133 

MacDermott identified two features which she referred to as “unusual 

foliage patterns” as well as animal ornaments, interlacing and geometric designs.134 

Both foliage patterns occur on the lowermost knob on the shaft; one is a semi-

circular panel featuring a central stem from which two interlaced bands with leaf 

terminals emerge (Plate 3-30:5), and the other one shows a more rudimentary plant 

design (Plate 3-30:6). 

                                                      
128 http://www.longfordleader.ie/news/local-news/crozier-and-other-precious-st-mel-s-artefacts-
cannot-be-saved-1-1960222 
129 MacDermott, "The Crosiers of St. Dympna and St. Mel." 
130 W. A. Oddy and I. M. McIntyre, "St Mel's Crozier: Technical Examination and Report on 
Conservation and Restoration in 1971-2," The Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 
103 (1973). 
131 Ibid., 35, 39. 
132 MacDermott, "The Crosiers of St. Dympna and St. Mel," 182. 
133 Ibid., 191. 
134 Ibid., 180. 
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Plate 3-30: Patterns from knop 2, St Mel's Crozier, after MacDermot, 181 

 

While the central-stem motif (Plate 3-30:5) is reminiscent of the vine-scroll/chalice 

symbol belonging to an established repertoire of Insular art by the time the crozier 

was crafted, MacDermott questioned a Northumbrian model for the plant 

ornamentation in this particular case. She proposed ninth century Southern English 

metalwork as the source for the ivy-leaf shaped pattern, particularly the decoration 

of King Ethelwulf’s ring, “where a fragment of interlacing ending in an ivy leaf 

corresponds exactly to the treatment on the crozier.”135 

Furthermore, interlace and foliage motifs, such as the highly stylised motif 

on Plate 3-30:6, seemed to be parallel the South-English Trewhiddle style.136 In her 

view, this particular style, central stem and traces of leaves, may have originated in 

Carolingian art, where this motif derived from the acanthus, rather than the vine.137 

 

 

                                                      
135 Ibid., 190. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid. 
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3.7.3 Stone 

There are only two examples that display identifiable Tree of Life iconography in the 

corpus of stone sculpture up to the tenth century AD. In both cases, the motif in 

form of a vine-scroll occurs on two high crosses; Muiredach’s Cross, Co. Louth 

(Plate 3-31), and the North Cross at Duleek, Co. Meath (Plate 3-32), both are 

generally dated to the beginning of the tenth century.138  

In the case of Muiredach’s Cross, the south side of the shaft exhibits a triple-

set scroll of an inhabited vine with birds pecking the grapes, and the double-set 

vine-scroll on the North Cross at Duleek contains scrolls that are interlaced with 

leafy branches. It is likely that the vine-scroll (both in its inhabited and un-inhabited 

form) was part of the decoration on other high crosses as well, but surface erosion 

does not allow an identification with confidence, for instance in the case of the 

South Cross at Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly. 

 

 

Plate 3-31: Detail, inhabited vine-
scroll, south side, Muiredach's Cross, 

Monasterboice, Co. Louth 

 

 

Plate 3-32: Detail, vine-scroll panel, east face, North Cross, 
Duleek, Co. Meath, after Harbison,139  vol. 2, fig. 239 

 

It is remarkable that, so far, only these two examples of a vine-scroll design are 

identified in Ireland. In contrast, both inhabited and uninhabited vine-scrolls are an 

                                                      
138 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1. 
139 Ibid.,2. 
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intrinsic part of Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture, the inhabited scroll motif being more 

prominent to the east of the Pennines.140 Yet, a general overview has shown that 

although intrinsic, the vine-scroll and also plant-scroll design do not form the 

majority of the decoration —as this lies confidently with the various forms of 

interlace— and their occurrence as well as concentration varies considerably within 

England. While Durham and Northumberland have some fine examples of the vine-

scroll in Jarrow, Co. Durham, Hexam, Norham and particularly Nunnykirk, all in 

Northumberland, the examples in Cumbria, Northern Yorkshire and particularly in 

Western Yorkshire outnumber them. The bush-scroll design of the inhabited plant-

scroll of the cross-shaft in Otley is of equally fine craftsmanship as those from the 

high crosses at Bewcastle and Ruthwell.141 Indeed, the Scottish evidence is not 

restricted to the Ruthwell Cross, but a shrine panel fragment at Jedburgh, 

Roxburghshire, and some of the Pictish evidence show equally intricate vine-scroll 

designs. 

While the vine-scroll motif is concentrated in the north of England and south 

of Scotland (the area which encompassed the northern parts of the kingdom of 

Northumbria), examples of the plant/vine-scroll design in York and Eastern 

Yorkshire, Cheshire and Lancashire do exist, but are not common, and stone 

sculpture in Lincolnshire does not exhibit any plant/vine-scrolls in its decoration at 

all. However, the south-west of England has several examples of the palmette-type. 

St. Peter’s in Britford, Wiltshire, for example, is one instance that features this type 

on the carved jambs of the arched opening to the north porticus of the church. 

The south-east of England has only a few types of sculpture that contain a plant-

scroll design and a number of Early Cornish cross-shafts exhibit a simple plant-scroll 

design of the acanthus-type. 

In contrast, the Pictish evidence of vine-scroll bearing sculpture of this 

period, both in its inhabited and uninhabited form, encompasses quite a number of 

                                                      
140 Richard N. Bailey and Rosemary Cramp, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, Cumberland, 
Westmorland and Lancashire-North-of-the-Sands, XI vols., vol. II, (Oxford: OUP/British Academy, 
1988), 17. 
141 Elizabeth Coatsworth, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, Western Yorkshire, XI vols., vol. VIII, 
(Oxford: OUP/British Academy, 2008), 217. 
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examples,142 of which the vine-scroll design of the Hilton of Cadboll cross slab 

shows strong parallels with the Jedburgh panel fragment.143 

In summary then, while plant-scroll motifs are common throughout the 

Anglo-Saxon period, the vine-scroll design is not as common as one might suspect 

and seems to be occurring predominantly in the northern parts of England. It is 

there, where we also find the early eighth century Bewcastle high cross in Cambria 

(Plate 3-33). Together with the contemporary Ruthwell Cross in Drumfriesshire, 

Scotland (Plate 3-34), it represents one of the largest and most elaborated high 

crosses of this period, both in craftsmanship and design. Both crosses are also 

linked in their iconography; their figurative carving and particularly their inhabited 

vine-scroll design show many parallels and are comparable to early Christian types 

rather than to Carolingians.144 

 

 

Plate 3-33: Detail, south and east face, 
Bewcastle Cross, Cumbria, 

© Corpus of Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture 

 

Plate 3-34: Detail, west face, Ruthwell Cross, 
Drumfriesshire, Scotland, 

© Corpus of Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture 

 

                                                      
142 Isabel Henderson, "Pictish Vine-Scroll Ornament," in From the Stone Age to the 'Forty-Five: Studies 
Presented to R. B. K. Stevenson, Former Keeper, National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland, ed., 
Anne O'Connor, et al. (Edinburgh: John Donald, 1983), 243. 
143 Ibid., 254. 
144 Bailey and Cramp, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, vol. II, 20. 
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However, whereas the inhabited vines occur only on the narrow sides on the 

Ruthwell Cross, framed by a runic English poem that is, as was observed above, 

ancestral to the Dream of the Rood, the vine-scroll design of the Bewcastle varies in 

its design. The narrow sides of the cross see its uninhabited form, while an 

inhabited vine-scroll receives a prominent place on the eastern face over which it 

fully extends. The runic inscriptions, confined to the west face where they 

accompany the high relief figure carvings, are to a large extent illegible and are still 

a matter of debate.145 While both crosses were and still are imposing monuments 

and therefore may have contributed to the dissemination of the vine-scroll design 

in an Insular context, the two Irish motifs bear no resemblance to them. 

Nevertheless, parallels exist in the corpus of Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture 

and metalwork and also Pictish sculpture that match quite closely the Irish design. 

For instance, a panel on the late eighth century cross shaft from Croft-on-Tees, 

North Yorkshire (Plate 3-35),146 and the aforementioned shrine fragment at 

Jedburgh (Plate 3-36), as well as an Anglo-Saxon bronze sheet for a bucket that was 

found in Sweden147 show remarkable similarity to Muiredach’s panel.  

                                                      
145 Ibid., 19. 
146 Youngs, "A Northumbrian Plaque from Asby Winderwath, Cumbria," 289. 
147 Gannon, The Iconography of Early Anglo-Saxon Coinage: Sixth to Eighth Centuries, 118. 
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Plate 3-35:  Panel, cross shaft, Croft-on-Tees, 
North Yorkshire, 

© Corpus of Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture 

 

Plate 3-36: Cast of end of shrine panel, 
Jedburgh, Roxburghshire, 8th century, 

© National Museum of Scotland 

 

 

Plate 3-37: Detail, inhabited vine-scroll, 
 south side, Muiredach's Cross, 

Monasterboice, Co. Louth 
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The triple-set scroll on Muiredach’s Cross, though its finer details are lost due to 

weathering, shows the same symmetry of design as on the panels from Croft-on-

Tees and Jedburgh. Although it seems that the central stem is missing on 

Muiredach’s panel, the vine emerges from a container and splits symmetrically into 

three sets of pendant scrolls. While the pairs of creatures in the British panels vary, 

each one enclosed within one scroll, the quadrupeds on Muiredach’s panel seem to 

be of one species only, now barely identifiable, but Harbison argues that these are 

frolicking lambs.148 However, what all three panels have in common is that each one 

of the couplings of creatures face each other partaking of the fruit. 

The parallels between these panels are significant and maybe an expression 

of the ties between Northumbria and Ireland, but they are, in essence, variations of 

the classic inhabited vine-scroll design. Let us be reminded of the fact that by the 

late eighth and early ninth century, “the influence of Rome had reached through 

the culture, driving, among other things, an enduring artistic production…..and 

providing the context for the merging and mixing of native forms,” as Farr 

maintains.149 In this spirit, it is possible that the British panels, as well as the Irish, 

were independently based on Roman, or even Carolingian models. 

Comparanda in British stone sculpture is equally sparse in the case of the 

second Irish example, the double-set vine-scrolls motif that occurs on the cross at 

Duleek, Co. Meath (Plate 3-38). Undoubtedly, the uninhabited plant-scroll, 

interspersed with leafed shoots, shows strong parallels with the motif on the 

leather cover of the eighth century St Cuthbert’s Gospel (Plate 3-39) encountered 

previously. However, so far there are only two further variations encountered on 

that theme; an early ninth century cross base at Nunnykirk, Northumberland, 

exhibiting five sets of vine-scrolls emerging from a base, and a relief slab that 

features a simple tree-scroll at Rosemarkie, Scotland, which is dated to the Picto-

Scottish phase.150  

 

                                                      
148 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 142. 
149 Farr, The Book of Kells, 26. An argument she made in connection with book art, specifically in 
relation to the Book of Kells, but which can equally be extended to stone sculpture. 
150 Henderson, "Pictish Vine-Scroll Ornament," 260. 
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Plate 3-38: Detail, vine-scroll panel, east face. 
North Cross, Duleek, Co. Meath, 

after Harbison, vol. 2, fig. 239 

 

Plate 3-39: Cover of St Cuthbert Gospel, 
 Courtesy of Claire Breay, 

British Library, London 

 

While Werner argued that the motif on St Cuthbert’s Gospel is the first Insular 

example of the vine-tree or vine-scroll, responsible to may have generated a 

general trend of this motif in Northumbria in manuscript art, metalwork, and 

sculpture from the (late) seventh century onwards,151 it is remarkable that by the 

eighth and early ninth century this particular double-set plant-scroll design only 

survived in a handful of British examples, while the two Irish high crosses that 

contain that motif are generally dated to the tenth century. 

Furthermore, it is worth noting the moment that the double-set plant-stroll 

also occurs on the Adam and Eve panel on the high cross at Durrow, Co. Offaly 

(Plate 3-40), although it does not symbolise the Tree of Life here, but the Tree of 

Knowledge, which will be considered in more detail in the next chapter. 

Additionally, a simpler, un-leafed version is repeatedly encountered on a variety of 

high crosses in Ireland.152 

 

                                                      
151 Werner, "The Binding of the Stonyhurst Gospel," 291-292. 
152 For instance: south cross, west face, Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly; cross shaft, east face, Tuam 
Cathedral, Co. Galway; south face, Castlebernard, Co. Offaly; north cross, east face, Clogher, Co. 
Tyrone; east face, Durrow, Co. Offaly; Tower Cross, north side, Kells, Co. Meath.  
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Plate 3-40: Detail, Adam and Eve panel, high cross, 
Durrow, Co. Offaly 

 

Plate 3-41: Highlighted rubbing 

 

While the few examples of the double-set and triple-set vine-scroll motif in Anglo-

Saxon and Pictish sculpture and manuscript art may point to an artistic network 

between Ireland and Britain, it is remarkable that only two examples in 

Early Medieval Irish sculpture could be identified so far.  The plainer, un-leafed 

double-, triple- and multiple-set scroll motifs encountered on a number of high 

crosses seem to be part of the catalogue of interlace, perhaps demonstrating that 

the plant/vine-scroll design developed into a simpler version (or vice versa), unlike 

in Britain. However, if it retained to be an expression for or representation of the 

Tree of Life in those instances and by that point in time is impossible to establish. 

3.8 Concluding remarks 

When the Early Christians adopted the Old Testament from the Jewish canon, they 

inherited also the Tree of Life. It was not the only (sacred) tree within the Holy 

Scriptures that derived from ancient sacred tree traditions and which was 

appropriated through Christian exegesis. Yet, the pivotal position of the Tree of Life 

in the Story of the Fall in the Old Testament was retained in the New Testament, 

not directly but through the figure of Christ and its association with the Cross of 

Crucifixion. As the axis mundi in the Garden of Eden it becomes an allegorical figure 

for the sacrament of eternal life, a figure of God and of Christ. Eating its fruit is now 

solely the reward of Christian obedience; an obedience that humankind owes to 

God. Its name therefore is the consequence of this singular virtue of eternal life, 

bestowed on it by divine agency. The issue of obedience and reward in connection 
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with the Tree of Life is reiterated again in the closing chapters of the Book of 

Revelation, once more reminding humankind of the consolidation of the Tree of Life 

with Christ and the Cross. 

As the concept of the Tree of Life derives from ancient sacred tree 

traditions, such draws its artistic realisation in early Christian iconography from 

popular, contemporary Late Antique decorative motifs of the vine-scroll and grapes, 

which include Bacchic/Dionysian motifs of rejuvenation and immortality. In such a 

rich and deeply layered symbolic landscape, this lexicon transferred readily into 

Christian iconography, and is what underpins the Johannine allegory 15:5 “I am the 

vine; you the branches”. Thus the vine became synonymous with Christ.  

The later Legend of Seth, according to which a twig(s) or seed(s) from the 

Tree of Life is/are transplanted on Golgotha, provides a clear analogue for the 

‘transplanting’ of Christ into earthly form only to suffer corporeal death. Both 

transplanted earthly forms, Christ and tree, were sacrificed on Calvary. Christ’s 

Resurrection predicated the revival of the wood of the cross, symbolising the revival 

of all of nature, with the result that artistically, the Resurrection could be depicted 

using either motif. He is, after all, the vine. Thus, the vine emerging from the chalice 

can be read as an analogue of the Risen Christ. The simultaneous emergence of the 

Latin cross, heretofore associated with the Roman instrument of suffering and 

death, was converted into a symbol of Sacrifice, Redemption and Resurrection by 

the Crucifixion of Christ, giving rise to the cult of the Cross. 

Moreover, it seems to be a natural progression of its worship when 

Christians desired an ‘evolution’ of the Cross that connected it directly with the Tree 

of Life in Paradise. The Legend of Seth exemplifies this; from a fifth century story 

recounting Seth’s experience to get the Oil of Mercy for Adam, his dying father, to 

its fully developed twelfth century version detailing the journey of the seeds/twigs 

of the Tree of Life and its subsequent transformation into the Cross of Crucifixion. 

The complexity of symbols pertaining to the Tree of Life shows the intellectual 

sophistication of the early Christian artists in communicating its message, as a guide 

for contemplating and meditation, but also their ability to reflect their own cultural 

values, as in the Anglo-Saxon poem of The Dream of the Rood and indeed, 
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vernacular adaptations of the Story of the Fall, such as the Old English Genesis B 

text and the Irish Saltair na Rann poem. 

It is therefore surprising that only a very small portion from the great 

numbers of surviving Early Medieval Irish artefacts portrays identifiable Tree of Life 

iconography, given the prevalence of sacred tree references in pre-Christian Irish 

culture. This may partly be because the Tree of Life is represented by Christ himself 

and in some circumstances also by the Cross of Crucifixion. The pre-Christian Irish 

sacred tree tradition would have facilitated the acceptance of the Tree of Life motif, 

creating an expectation that indigenous symbols related to these traditions would 

have been used to interpret the Christian motif. However, this appears not to have 

been the case until much later. 

Additionally, the artistic interpretation of the Tree of Life motif in this rather 

small inventory of artefacts, occurring on vellum, metal and stone, is characterised 

by a narrow bandwidth that is confined by an interpretation of the classical models; 

the vine-scroll, vine/chalice/urn-combination and free flowing vine tendrils, as well 

as the palmette. Even though there are existing parallels within Anglo-Saxon and 

Pictish art, the inspiration for the Irish examples may equally lie in ties between 

Ireland and Britain, as they could be in Roman, or perhaps Carolingian models. 

In contrast to the Tree of Life, which occurs at least in some variety of forms, 

expressions of the Tree of Knowledge are confined to one artistic form only, as an 

element of the depiction of the Fall. An examination of this motif, as well as the 

‘purpose’ and ancestry of the Tree of Knowledge in a European as well as Insular 

context will be the subject matter of the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE TREE OF KNOWLEDGE 

 

4.1 The Tree of Knowledge – An Introduction 

 

And the Lord God brought forth of the ground all manner of trees, fair to 

behold, and pleasant to eat of: the tree of life also in the midst of paradise: 

and the tree of knowledge of good and evil. 

(Gen. 2:9) 

 

Though united in a binary relationship of complimentary agencies in the Book of 

Genesis, the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge are not of the same stock: the 

Tree of Life derives from far older and more culturally complex traditions and, 

because of this, has a far richer iconographic range and potentiality. 

In contrast, whereas the agency of the Tree of Life continues beyond 

Genesis, the Tree of Knowledge is, as it were, confined to Genesis. Its role in the 

narrative is exhausted within the Garden of Eden, even though as a vehicle for the 

Fall its potency clearly transcends it. In symbolic terms it is restricted to one 

compact message: temptation, disobedience and its consequences. From the point 

of view of the correct identification of the symbol of the Tree of Knowledge, this is 

made possible only in cases where there are the flanking figures of Adam and Eve 

and the presence of a serpent entwined around its trunk. Indeed, the presence 

alone of flanking humans or of a serpent is not sufficient to confirm the Christian 

status of the motif, though context is clearly a factor. The oldest combination of 

serpent, tree and people occurs, as we shall see in the myth of the Apples of the 

Hesperides.  

Divided into two parts, this chapter will first take a closer look at the 

purpose, ancestry, exegetic and narrative interpretations, and iconography of the 

Tree of Knowledge. It will also offer some consideration regarding the precise 

nature of the fruit consumed by Adam and Eve, as Scholars, ancient and modern, 

have pondered on the species of the tree. The main focus of the latter part will be 

on the corpus of those Irish high crosses that contain an Adam and Eve panel, but 
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will also consider four Last Judgement panels, which depict Christ with a flowering 

rod; a tree of knowledge? Starting with a short synopsis of the Irish high crosses, a 

typology of variations in the form of the tree is offered which identifies two 

principal variations, based on the disposition of the branches. Consideration of the 

species of the Forbidden Fruit, and the history of its depiction as an apple in an Irish 

context follows.  

Whereas the symbolism of the Tree of Knowledge and its fruit, rather than 

the dramatis personae (i.e. Adam, Eve and Satan in the form of a serpent) or the 

doctrine of the Fall per se, is the principal concern of this section, the tree cannot be 

fully understood independently of the narrative connecting all three. This more 

holistic perspective provides a window also onto comparanda from the Continent 

and Britain that may have served either as inspiration or model for the forms of the 

Tree of Knowledge peculiar to Irish high crosses. Drawing together these different 

strands of evidence, the final part of this section takes a closer look at select panels 

in the intimate contexts of the crosses upon which they occur. 

 

4.2 The purpose of the Tree of Knowledge 

 

And the Lord God took man, and put him into the paradise of pleasure, to 

dress it, and to keep it. And he commanded him, saying: Of every tree of 

paradise thou shalt eat: But of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, thou 

shalt not eat. For in what day soever thou shalt eat of it, thou shalt die the 

death.   

(Gen. 2:15-17) 

 

And he said: Behold Adam is become as one of us, knowing good and evil: 

now, therefore, lest perhaps he put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of 

life, and eat, and live for ever. 

(Gen. 3:22-23) 
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The Genesis text is not explicit about the Paradisal life expectancy of Adam and Eve, 

but it is made clear by God that once they ate from the Tree of Knowledge death 

becomes a certainty (Gen. 2:17; quoted above). As this is not warning enough, due 

to the luring talking of the serpent, God’s concern centred on their potential next 

indiscretion – to partake of the fruit of the Tree of Life and become immortal, thus 

essentially gaining god-like status. Banishment is the only guarantee against this 

happening. The consequence of banishment is loss of innocence and of the 

expectation of eternality that is associated with life in the Garden of Eden. 

Thus an elemental distinction is forged between the respective Paradisal 

trees.1 The functionality of the Tree of Knowledge changes, subtly perhaps, from 

knowledge of good and evil to being the purveyor of death. In so doing, the Tree of 

Knowledge becomes the counterpoint to the Tree of Life. In contrast, the passivity 

of the Tree of Life in Genesis preserves its salvational role that we see ascribed to it 

in the Apocrypha around the Crucifixion and Resurrection; its life-giving property is 

transferred onto Christ, and through His sacrifice become the means for 

redemption and the source of eternal life for all humankind.  

 

4.3 The ancestry of the Tree of Knowledge 

While the origins of the motif of the Tree of Life derive from the general concept of 

the sacred tree and its various manifestations in many pre-Christian traditions, the 

ancestry of the Tree of Knowledge seems to be elusive prior to its appearance in 

Genesis. So far, both the literature of ancient Near Eastern2 and temperate Europe 

appear not to offer any precursors. 

However, there are instances in Irish mythology where sacred knowledge is 

bestowed, either by design or chance, by means of sacred trees, branches thereof, 

or their fruits. Both the Ulster and Fenian Cycles, for instance, contain stories, such 

as The Boyhood Deeds of Finn Mac Cumhaill, that portray the hazel as the carrier of 

sacred wisdom. This latter belongs to a corpus of stories the main theme of which 

centres on the transfer of wisdom and knowledge by means of the nuts of hazel 

                                                      
1 See also Götz, Der Feigenbaum in der Religiösen Kunst des Abendlandes, 11. 
2 Childs, "Tree of Knowledge, Tree of Life," 695. 
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trees, which first fall into the well of Segais, are eaten by salmon(s), and are thus 

subsequently consumed by the hero of the story.3 

In the second Life of Máedóc of Ferns, dating from the end of the twelfth 

century, the slat na ríghe (the rod of kingship) —a hazel branch that was probably 

cut from the sacred hazel tree associated with the inauguration site— furnished the 

consecration of one of the Bréifne kings: touching the king’s head with this sacred 

hazel branch may have symbolised the transfer of knowledge and wisdom to him.4 

While Irish mythology is an unlikely progenitor for the Tree of Knowledge, it is 

worth remembering that the phenomenon of dual symbols, such as trees, is very 

common in the mythology of many societies.5 As Russel reminds us, paired trees are 

often dichotomous; one associated with life, the other with death. The Jachin and 

Boaz bronze columns standing to either side of the entrance to the Temple of 

Solomon were said to have been decorated with pomegranate designs and were 

thought to represent stylised trees, one green, i.e. alive, and the other dry.6 

Babylonian mythology tells of two trees at the eastern entrance to heaven; the Tree 

of Life and the Tree of Truth,7 and an Irish riddle asked; “How many trees are in 

Assal? - Two trees, the green and the withered”.8 

As its evolutionary heritage is difficult to trace, research pertaining to the Tree 

of Knowledge has concentrated on the descriptive nature of its name. The wording 

‘the tree of knowledge of good and evil’ occurs only three times in the 

Old Testament and then disappears from the records; twice it appears by its full 

name9 and a further time as ‘the tree’ in the Story of the Fall.10 Even though the 

term ‘the tree knowledge of good and evil’ suggests a variety of meanings; moral 

judgement, secular, sexual, and universal knowledge for example,11 modern 

                                                      
3 Mac Coitir, Irish Trees, 75-77. 
4 FitzPatrick, Royal Inauguration in Gaelic Ireland c. 1100-1600: A Cultural Landscape Study, 58. 
5 Claire Russell, "The Life Tree and the Death Tree," Folklore 92, no. 1 (1981): 60. 
6 James, The Tree of Life, 37. Also Russell, "The Life Tree and the Death Tree," 60. 
7 Russell, "The Life Tree and the Death Tree," 60. 
8 Alwyn Rees and Brinley Rees, Celtic Heritage: Ancient Traditions in Ireland and Wales, (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1961), 350. 
9 Gen. 2:9, Gen. 2:17. 
10 Gen. 3:6. 
11 Childs, "Tree of Knowledge, Tree of Life," 696. 
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scholarly consensus seems to lean towards universal knowledge as being its primary 

meaning.12 

 

4.4 The Tree of Knowledge in the Story of the Fall – Insular exegesis and 
narratives 

As with the Tree of Life, Insular exegesis concerning the Tree of Knowledge was to a 

large extent, but not solely, based on the writings of Augustine of Hippo in his literal 

interpretation of the Fall. Indeed, Bede’s interpretation of the Tree of Knowledge in 

On Genesis draws verbatim from Augustine, which enjoyed great popularity from 

the fifth century onwards. He repeatedly asserted “that the fruit of the tree was not 

harmful (for he who had made all things exceedingly good had not instituted any 

evil in paradise), but that the transgression of God’s command was the cause of evil 

to man.”13 

However generally accepted this view appears to be, by the beginning of the 

eighth century, Alcuin of York is reflecting variations on the orthodox patristic 

teachings of the Fall that were particularly current on the Continent at the time in 

his Interrogationes.14 He contended that the purpose for both the Tree of Life and 

Tree of Knowledge was to test humanity’s moral responsibility; one tree granting 

immortality, the other taking it away.15 

 

….he had access to the tree of life as it were to a medicine, so that he might 

become incorruptible: to the tree of knowledge of good and evil as it were to 

a poison, so that he might die.16 

 

Aside from this passage, he reverted in subsequent sections to the orthodox 

concept of the Tree of Knowledge17 in that its name did not refer to the “fruit from 

                                                      
12 Tryggve N. D. Mettinger, The Eden Narrative: A literary and Religio-Historical Study of Genesis 2-3, 
(Wynono Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2007), 64. 
13 Kendall, On Genesis - Bede, 112-113. 
14 John Martin Evans, "Genesis B and Its Background," The Review of English Studies 14, no. 53 
(1963): 1. 
15 Ibid., 2. 
16 From Interrogationes et Responsiones in Genesin, vi, as cited by ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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which it was born, but from the very thing that was to result when the fruit was 

tasted in violence of the prohibition.”18 

It is interesting to note that although Alcuin’s rather negative view of the 

purpose of the Tree of Knowledge was completely omitted by Ælfric when he 

translated the Interrogationes two hundred years later,19 it continued to survive in 

the Genesis B text. Regardless of the century-long exegetical view that neither the 

Tree of Knowledge nor its fruits are evil in themselves, the description in the 

narrative is very clear: 

 

….Eat freely of the fruit of every other tree. From that one tree refrain. 

Beware of its fruit. And ye shall know no dearth of pleasant things. 

(Genesis B, V, 11. 235-6) 

And by them stood two trees laden with fruit and clothed with increase……Of 

the one tree the fruit was pleasant, fair and winsome, excellent and sweet. 

That was the tree of life…                                             (Genesis B, XI, 11. 460-70)  

The other tree was dark, sunless, and full of shadows: that was the tree of 

death. Bitter the fruit it bore! And every man must know both good and evil; 

in this world abased he needs must suffer, in sweat and sorrow, who tasted 

of the fruit that grew upon that tree…..                         (Genesis B, XI, 478-83)20 

 

It is not the Biblical Tree of the Knowledge of good and evil per se anymore whose 

fruit offers this divine knowledge that when taken with the fruit of the Tree of Life 

would guarantee omnipotence, a god-like status. The visual impact of God’s 

prohibition, allowing to eat from all the trees, but not from this one, is explicit and 

the consequence of transgression unambiguous.  

Consequently, the story of Temptation as it develops differs considerably 

from the Biblical version, in that Adam rejects Satan’s explanation that God changed 

his mind and now wants him to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. It also highlights 

that the sole reason for Eve to taste from the tree is not her desire to be 

                                                      
18 Bede citing St Augustine in Kendall, On Genesis - Bede, 113. 
19 Evans, "Genesis B and Its Background," 2. 
20 http://www.gutenberg.org/files/618/618-h/618-h.htm#genesisb 
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omnipotent, but fear of God’s retribution in case Adam is not following His 

commandment.21 

The roots for the differences between the Biblical story and its Anglo-Saxon 

interpretation are clearly cultural, lying in an attempt to consolidate Christian views 

with those from pagan traditions. As Evans noted so aptly, “if the author of 

Genesis B was indebted to any tradition at all it was to the literary and not to the 

theological…..His departure from orthodox patristic views on the Fall reveals him to 

have been a man less interested in doctrinal niceties than in telling a vivid and 

moving story…”22 

This may also account for the description of the Tree of Knowledge in the 

contemporary Irish poem Saltair na Rann. While there are slight differences 

between Genesis and the Irish poem in how the Story of the Fall develops, it 

essentially parallels the Old Testament text in its structure, unlike the Anglo-Saxon 

Genesis B poem. Nevertheless, at the beginning of the story the tree is likewise 

nameless. By the time Lucifer asks the serpent to lend him his body so that he can 

persuade Eve to eat from it, it is called the forbidden tree. Its negative connotation 

becomes clear when Eve repeats God’s prohibition to the serpent. “Leave aside this 

tree purely”, he ordered me and Adam; “you will die if you eat the fruit of the rough 

tree in contravention of my word.”23 Only when the serpent insults Eve’s 

intelligence, the listener/reader becomes aware that there is more to that 

nameless, forbidden tree. “Your lack of wisdom is great, God is deceiving you, since 

he does not allow you to eat anything of the one tree of good and evil.”24 

What both Insular narrative adaptations of the Story of the Fall have in 

common is that their description of the Tree of Knowledge stands in stark contrast 

to that of its Biblical character. While there is no doubt about the nature of the 

Genesis B tree, the negative aspect of its Irish counterpart is only revealed in the 

course of the story. It is interesting to note that while the Anglo-Saxon poem 

deviates considerably from the original Genesis text, the Irish Saltair na Rann 

                                                      
21 It has to be noted that God addressed both Adam and Eve when he announces his prohibition not 
to eat from the ‘other tree’, while in the original Genesis passage God addressed Adam only.   
22 Evans, "Genesis B and Its Background," 16. 
23 Canto VIII, 1229-32,  Greene and Kelly, The Irish Adam and Eve Story, vol. 1, 39. 
24 Canto VIII, 1245-8, ibid. 
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conforms in general to the original, aside from the negative character of the Tree of 

Knowledge. In that respect, it appears that the concerns of the Irish Cristian poet lie 

more in a true adaption of the Story of the Fall, than preserving pagan traditions. 

 How and if this may be reflected particularly in Irish art of this period, and 

at least for some A&E depictions on Anglo-Saxon sculpture, is the aim of the latter 

part of this chapter. First, however, we take at a look at the iconography of the Tree 

of Knowledge in general in the Near East and Europe and examine the nature of its 

species and fruit. 

 

4.5 The iconography of the Tree of Knowledge 

There is comparatively little variation in representations of the scene of the Fall, 

regardless of the geographical location or media used. It generally conforms to a 

standard arrangement, whereby Adam and Eve flank the tree and the serpent is 

entwined around its trunk. There is, however, some variation regarding the 

positioning of Adam and Eve, and the presence or absence of the Forbidden Fruit. 

One of the earliest-known depictions of this scene occurs on fresco tracings 

from the Christian baptistery in Dura Europos25 in modern-day Syria, as well as in 

several Roman catacomb paintings, all dating from the third century.26 Throughout 

the fourth century, the Fall scene seems to be a standard component not only in 

funerary art, but on a wide variety of everyday items, such as tableware and even 

on jewellery (Plate 4-1 to Plate 4-4). 

                                                      
25 Erich Dinkler, "Abbreviated Representations," in Age of Spirituality: Late Antique and Early 
Christian Art, Third to Seventh century., ed., K. Weitzmann (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
1977), 396. 
26 Tom D. Jones, Linda Murray et al., The Oxford Dictionary of Christian Art and Architecture, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), 340. 
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Plate 4-1:  Detail, fresco on vault of a cubicle, 
Catacombs of Marcellinus and Peter, Rome, Italy, 

4th century, © GettyImages 

 

Plate 4-2: Detail, sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, 
Rome, Italy, 4th century, 

© Museum of Roman Civilisation, Rome 

 

Plate 4-3: Glass bowl, Augsburg, Germany, 
 4th century,27 after Hansen, 87 

 

Plate 4-4: Glass pendant, private 
collection, 4th/5th century,28 after 

Goodnick Westenholz, 36 
 

 

 

One of the earliest illustrated manuscripts portraying the narrative is in the Vienna 

Genesis, dating to the sixth century (Plate 4-5).29 

                                                      
27 Svend Hansen, Archaeological Finds from Germany, (Berlin: Deutsches Archäologisches Institut, 
Eurasien-Abteilung, 2010). 
28 Joan Goodnick Westenholz, ed. Images of Inspiration: The Old Testament in Early Christian Art 
(Jerusalem: Bible Lands Museum Jerusalem, 2000), 36. 
29 Kurt Weitzmann, "Observations on the Cotton Genesis Fragments," in Late Classical and Mediaeval 
studies in honor of Albert Mathias Friend, jr., ed., K. Weitzmann (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1955), 126. 
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Plate 4-5: Detail, fol 1r, 
Vienna Genesis, Vienna, ca. 6th century, © Österreichische Nationalbibliothek,  

 

The artistic representations of the story developed into a standard form over the 

centuries, perhaps born out of the necessity of portraying the narrative in a 

restricted or confined space, and/or the need to conflate as many scenes as 

possible, such as we find on Roman sarcophagi now housed in the Vatican Museum. 

There are, however, instances where the opposite can be observed. The 

frontispieces of the Touronian Bibles of the ninth century; the Bamberg Bible;30 the 

Grandval Bible31 and Vivian Bible32, are rare examples where the artist is given the 

opportunity to deal with the subject in a much more expanded way. 

 

                                                      
30 Bamberg Bible (Staatliche Bibliothek, fol 7v) 
31 Grandval Bible (London, British Museum, Add. MS 10546, fol 5v) 
32  Vivian Bible (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, lat. 1, fol 10v) 

 

Plate 4-6: Detail, frontispiece, Moutier Grandval Bible, ca. AD 840, © British Museum, 
London 
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 It is also interesting to note that the depiction of the tree varies greatly, regardless 

of whether it is a conflated or expanded version. While the species of a tree can 

occasionally be identified through its leaves, branches or trunk structure, more 

often than not the tree is portrayed in a stylised way. The reasons for this are 

conjectural, but two possibilities may be suggested here. 

The first relates to how early Christian thinkers/artists interpreted the Tree 

of Knowledge; not as belonging to a specific botanical species per se, but as its own 

species, unique and with special properties. The second reason pertains to the 

conscious decision of the artist to use a ‘generic’ image on the grounds that the 

Biblical text did not indicate a particular species. However, in instances where a tree 

can be identified, such as the fig tree in the Moutier Granval Bible frontispiece 

(Plate 4-6), Kessler argues that the absence of textual guidelines concerning its 

biological species compelled the artist to choose a specific species,33 and 

understandably, cultural familiarity with certain species would influence his choice. 

Therefore, it is commonly accepted that the olive tree and the grape vine are 

favoured in Jewish representations, while Greek and early Christian images feature 

the fig tree.34 The preferred choice in Western medieval art appears to be the 

apple, although scholarship is so far unable to pinpoint the moment when, or 

indeed where, it usurped the other types.  

The visual representation of the tree in fourth century Western art does not 

appear to portray the apple. In fact, wall paintings containing Fall imagery, such as 

in rooms A, C and M in the Via Latina catacombs, Rome, do not depict any fruit at all 

on the tree. However, the Trinity or Dogmatic sarcophagus in the Vatican Museum, 

dating from the early fourth century and likewise features the compound scene 

with a non-specific tree, displays the serpent with a large fruit in its mouth.  

Only from the twelfth century onwards are some of the large, round fruits 

identifiable as apples in Western art (Plate 4-7, Plate 4-8),35 although textual 

                                                      
33 Herbert L. Kessler, "Hic Homo Formatur: The Genesis Frontispieces of the Carolingian Bibles," The 
Art Bulletin 53, no. 2 (1971): 157. 
34 James Snyder, "Jan van Eyck and Adam's Apple," ibid.58, no. 4 (1976): 511. 
35 See also: Temptation of Adam and Eve, marble relief at west façade of Cathedral of Modena, Italy; 
Original Sin, ivory, Salerno Cathedral, now housed St. Matthew Diocese Museum, Salerno, Italy, 12th 
century; Adam and Eve, stone sculpture, façade of St. Anthonin-du-Val, Tarn-et-Garonne, France.  
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references can be found from the ninth century onwards, as we will see further 

below. 

 

 

Plate 4-7: Detail, facade of Modena 
Cathedral, marble bas-relief, Italy, 

12th century, © GettyImages 

 

Plate 4-8: Detail, Notre-Dame de Paris, 
western portal, France, ca. 13th century, 

© GettyImages 

 

It is therefore difficult to determine when the Tree of Knowledge first came to be 

depicted as an apple tree, or the Forbidden Fruit first came to be represented as an 

apple. 

 

4.6 The fruit of the Tree of Knowledge – The apple 

Even though the ancestry of the use of the apple in the Medieval West is obscure, 

there are two observations that deserve closer examination. The first one centres 

on a Latin wordplay on mālus; apple, and malus; bad or evil. This wordplay may 

derive from a passage in Song of Songs 8:5 in St Jerome’s fourth century revision of 

the Latin translation of the Holy Bible, commonly known as the Vulgate, which was 

linked with Eve and the Genesis narrative by medieval commentators.36 

  

 

 

                                                      
36 Murdoch, The Medieval Popular Bible, 16. 
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….sub arbore malo suscitavi te ibi 

corrupta est mater tua ibi violata est 

genetrix tua37 

 

…..under the apple tree I awakened you; 

there your mother was in labour with you 

there she who bore you was in labor.38 

Song, 8:5 

 

This wordplay may have been encouraged by identical grammar and pronunciation 

of both words, reinforced by the loss of the phonological length of long Latin 

vowels; a linguistic process that seems to have been completed by the third or 

fourth century, according to which the long vowel –ā in mālus disappeared.39 

The second observation refers to the process of Christian appropriation of 

elements of Classical mythology. Paradise-like islands at the edge of the world that 

produced honey-sweet fruits of a nameless variety three times a year were 

mentioned by Hesiod, and he called them the Isles of the Blessed, for on them Zeus 

granted renewed life and sanctuary to some of the heroes who had fallen at Thebes 

and Troy.40 

This motif was also taken up by Strabo in Geography, Book I,41 and again at a 

later stage (Book III), where he explicitly makes references to the fables of poets 

and these islands in connection with the quest to find The Golden Apples of the 

Hesperides.42 Virgil also referred to hesperidum mala (the apples of the 

Hesperides),43 and when in the second century AD the island’s honey-sweet fruits 

are described by Ovid as poma, which is commonly accepted to describe the generic 

                                                      
37 Ibid. 
38 Carey, "Time, Space, and the Otherworld." 
39 Paul M. Lloyd, From Latin to Spanish: Historical Phonology and Morphology of the Spanish 
Language, (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1987), 108. 
40 Hesiod, Hesiod, the Homeric Hymns, and Homerica, (London: W. Heinemann, 1914), 155-173. 
41 Strabo, Geography 1.1.5 
42 Ibid., 3.2.13 
43 Karl Heisig, "Woher stammt die Vorstellung vom Paradiesapfel?," Zeitschrift fur die 
Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der alteren Kirche 44, no. 1 (1954): 113. 
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fruit of a tree in Classical Latin, it suggests that he may have been referring to 

apples in particular.44 

Early Christian image makers would have been familiar with the visual 

representations of the myth of The golden apples of the Hesperides, Hercules’ 

eleventh labour, as this particular episode of the Herculean cycle appears 

commonly not only on ancient ceramics, such as black- and red-figure vases  

(Plate 4-9), but continued to be a staple motif in late antique funerary art. 

 

 

Moreover, the motif of the serpent Ladon guarding the apples seems to be an 

obvious analogue, if not progenitor, of the portrayal of the tree, its fruits and the 

serpent in the Fall narrative.45 

Awareness about parallel motifs between the Fall and the Apples of the 

Hesperides can be observed in the fourth century frescos of the Via Latina 

catacombs, where both the Herculean scene and the Fall are depicted, albeit in two 

different rooms.46 Room N, displays the cycle from the Herculean myth, while 

                                                      
44 Ibid. 
45 Kessler, "Hic Homo Formatur: The Genesis Frontispieces of the Carolingian Bibles," 155. 
46 Jas Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer: The Transformation of Art from the Pagan World to 
Christianity, (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 272. 

 

Plate 4-9: Detail, Hesperides and the golden apple tree, Athenian red figure vase, 
© British Museum, London 
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Room C, which mainly contains scenes from the Old Testament, shows the Fall 

(Plate 4-10 and Plate 4-11). 

 

 

Plate 4-10: Hercules stealing the apples of 
the Hesperides, fresco, cubiculum N, 

Via Latina Catacomb, Rome, 4th century, 
after Elsner, fig. 78 

 

Plate 4-11: Adam & Eve, fresco, 
cubiculum C, Via Latina Catacomb, Rome, 

4th century, © Index of Christian Art, 
Princeton University 

  

The scenes are not thematically related to each other, and yet Elsner argues that 

“room N on the whole offers the potential for reading a coherent religious 

programme of death and salvation”47, and that “one can see their evocative 

thematic resonance with each other [room N and room C] and their ramification 

with such Judaeo-Christian themes as the Fall in the Garden”.48 At some point the 

myth of the Paradise-like islands with its golden apples merged with that of the 

Biblical Eden and the fruits of the Tree of Knowledge. While, as previously 

mentioned, it is difficult to discern the apple as the Forbidden Fruit in pictorial 

representation before the twelfth century, there is evidence that the concept was 

already established by the ninth century. 

The period between Charlemagne’s accession in AD 768 and the death of his 

grandson, Charles the Bald, in AD 877, is considered to have produced an 

                                                      
47 Ibid., 275. 
48 Ibid., 277. 
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unprecedented surge of scholarly, architectural and artistic development. It is 

generally seen as a revival of Classical ideas and style, coupled with Christian 

doctrines; a product of Charlemagne’s ambition to recreate a Roman Empire in the 

West.49 The emulation of early Christian art, as well as of Greco-Roman and 

contemporary Byzantine styles, philosophies and mythology, and their combination 

with local traditions, brought forth a plethora in art; including metalwork, 

illuminated manuscripts and ivories.50 A titulus (inscription), probably for a painting 

of the Temptation and attributed to the Carolingian poet Mico (†c.853),51 makes 

unequivocal reference to the apple: 

 

Hic Evam loquitur serpens ad coniugem Adae 

Sumeret ut malum a domino vetitium52 

 

This serpent speaks to Eva, wife of Adam, 

So that she may take God’s forbidden apple.53 

 

Furthermore, the large number of apple cultivars during this period is indicative of a 

widespread revival in its cultivation and appreciation.54 The profound interest in 

Classical literature and the Old Testament55 may have been responsible for the 

consolidation of the apple as the Forbidden Fruit in the Latin West. 

Regardless of whether the origins of the apple as the Forbidden Fruit in 

Western art lie in Classical mythology is the result of a word play, or the 

consequence of a renewed literary interest of the Carolingians, the apple evolved to 

become the accepted fruit of the Tree of Knowledge in the Latin West in the 

ensuing centuries. 

                                                      
49 Charles R. Dodwell, The Pictorial Arts of the West, 800-1200, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1993), 45. 
50 Ibid. 
51 David Butterfield, "Unidentified and Misattributed Verses in the Opus Prosadiacum Miconis," 
Museum Helveticum: Schweizerische Zeitschrift fur Klassische Altertumswissenschaft 66, no. 3 (2009): 
155. 
52 Heisig, "Vorstellung vom Paradiesapfel," 115., also Miconis Carmina CLIV, Monumenta Germaniae 
Historica: Poetae Latiniae Aevi Carolini vol. III, (Berolini, 1896), 359. 
53 Own translation 
54 Joan Morgan and Alison Richards, The Book of Apples, (London: Ebury Press, 1993), 25. 
55 Dodwell, The Pictorial Arts of the West, 800-1200, 47-9. 
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4.7 The Tree of Knowledge in Irish art 

The most prominent and explicit depictions of the Tree of Knowledge in Irish art of 

the early medieval period occur on high crosses in panels depicting the Story of the 

Fall, where Adam and Eve (hereafter A&E panels) are pictured either side of the 

Tree of Knowledge around whose trunk Satan, in the form of a serpent, is wound. 

Aside from Karkov’s analysis56 of certain aspects of the A&E panel on Muiredach’s 

Cross, Monasterboice, Co. Louth, no comprehensive survey of A&E panels exists and 

though studies of crosses reveal regional distinctiveness, points of comparison are 

also observable, particularly in the treatment of the depiction of the Fall. 

Harbison,57 recognises thirty A&E panels from a total of sixty-seven scriptural 

crosses and cross fragments in his monumental study of High Crosses. As in all 

outdoor sculpture of this period, erosion has reduced the number of exemplars 

useful to this study to twenty-six. These panels are the subject of the following 

sections. 

However, it is also worth noting beforehand how seldom the Tree of 

Knowledge occurs in Irish art outside the corpus of the high crosses, with only two 

instances noted so far; a carved panel on the Romanesque church at Kilteel, 

Co. Kildare (Plate 4-12), and on the arcaded Romanesque west façade of Ardmore 

Cathedral, Co. Waterford (Plate 4-13). 

 

 

Plate 4-12: Romanesque church, Kilteel, 
Co. Kildare, © Megalithomania.com 

 

Plate 4-13: Ardmore Cathedral, Co. Waterford, 
12th/13th century, © Irish Archaeology 

 

                                                      
56 Catherine E. Karkov, "Adam and Eve on Muiredach's Cross: Presence, Absence and Audience," in 
From the Isles of the North, Early Medieval Art in Ireland and Britain, ed., Cormac Bourke (Belfast: 
HMSO, 1995). 
57 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 127. 
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4.8 Depictions of the Tree of Knowledge on the Adam and Eve panels 

 

With over two hundred complete and fragmentary specimens recorded in Ireland 

alone, high crosses are the outstanding church monuments of the early medieval 

period. Not an isolated occurrence, they belong to a diverse corpus of free standing 

carved stone crosses and slabs that are found throughout Ireland and Britain, 

particularly, it would seem, in Irish-influenced areas between the seventh and tenth 

centuries.58 

Helen Roe was the first to advance the theory that the origin of the form 

may lie in Crucifixion and Resurrection iconography, albeit assembled, in Ireland, 

from a variety of models into its present form.59 The direction of her thinking was 

affirmed with the discovery of a sixth century Coptic textile featuring a jewelled 

crux gemmata on a stepped base with a wreath of fruit and leaves centred on its 

crossing (Plate 4-14), which was acquired by the Minneapolis Institute of Arts in 

1990.60 

                                                      
58 Francoise Henry, Irish High Crosses, (Dublin: Published for the Cultural Relations Committee of 
Ireland at the Three Candles, 1964), 13-14. 
59 Werner, "On the Origin of the Form of the Irish High Cross," 98. 
60 Stack, "A Coptic Textile: Iconography and Function." 

 

Plate 4-14: Coptic pall, 6th century, © Minnesota Institute of Arts 
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Werner argued that this embroidered image is a portrayal of the great 

Crux Gemmata that once stood at Golgotha, and that it, along with other 

contemporary artefacts that likewise portray a cross and wreath combination, 

issued from the cult of the True Cross. More than that, he argued that it provides a 

compelling ancestry for the Insular ringed cross-head.61 In the present context, the 

fact that it is decorated with leaves and fruit is of particular interest because of the 

symbolic connection established by these images with the God-given verdancy of 

the trees of Life and of Knowledge, and direct and indirect connections made 

between them and the cross of crucifixion. Ultimately, this dimension of the cult of 

the cross factors in the idea that the structure, skeumorphic or otherwise, and 

decoration of the Insular high cross is modelled on wooden prototypes.  

Depictions of the Fall on Irish high crosses conform to the Classical model of 

Adam and Eve naked beneath the tree with the serpent coiled about the trunk and 

the apple in Eve’s hand. (In Ireland the figures are often depicted in the act of 

covering their nakedness.) This Classical model as it occurs on Muiredach’s Cross is 

the focus of Karkov’s analysis. She paid particular attention to the figure of Eve, her 

position, action and her, as well as the panel’s significance within the overall 

iconographic programme of the cross. Karkov’s aim was not a comparison of this 

with other panels of the Fall, but an in-depth reading of its spiritual significance, the 

ruminatio the Medieval reader/viewer must have developed in order to understand 

and thus experience the scene’s different levels of meaning.62 That Karkov chose 

the A&E panel on Muiredach’s Cross is not only due to the fact that it is the best 

preserved panels of this series, but also the most fascinating, something Stalley 

agrees upon. 

He argues that it stands apart in terms of artistic accomplishment, in 

achieving a measure of naturalism, movement and perspective compared to the 

other Irish A&E panels, thus lets him to theorise that it is closer to continental forms 

and styles.63 Indeed, commenting recently on the impetus for the iconography of 

                                                      
61 Werner, "On the Origin of the Form of the Irish High Cross," 104. 
62 Karkov, "Adam and Eve on Muiredach's Cross," 205-210. 
63 Roger A. Stalley, "Artistic Identity and the Irish Scripture Crosses," in Making and Meaning in 
Insular Art : Proceedings of the Fifth International Conference on Insular Art Held at Trinity College 
Dublin, 25-28 August 2005, ed., R. Moss (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007), 154. 
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the Irish high crosses and their transmission, Harbison suggests that a carving 

workshop of Charles the Bald visited this island, specifically Monasterboice, during 

the last quarter of the ninth century to produce wooden ‘prototype’ crosses, and 

possibly even two of the surviving stone crosses (Muiredach’s Cross and the Tall 

Cross).64 If these suggestions are correct then the likelihood is that Muiredach’s 

Cross may have had a seminal role in the scriptural cross series. The fact that the 

panel has a tree with hanging, fruit-laden branches may be especially significant in 

the present context. 

Before turning to the depictions of the Tree of Knowledge it is useful to note 

the position the A&E panels occupy on their respective crosses. Although it is not of 

further consequence for this study here, their position within the overall 

iconographic programme is of importance, as liturgical intentions, theological 

coherence, as well as a the relationship between a theme and its visual translation 

are significant. Furthermore, and as Ó Carragáin established, the sun’s course upon 

the iconographic programme of the high crosses during the day and even year 

equally played an important part in the way this programme was read and 

experienced.65 

As Table 4-1 demonstrates, thirteen of the twenty-six A&E panels are 

located on the first broad side, the east face, of the cross shaft, where they are 

positioned at its base in the majority of these panels. Taking into consideration that 

the sun is rising in the east, the direction Christians pray in expectation of Christ,66 

the lowermost scene on this face is, generally, the beginning of the reading67 and 

thus the Fall is naturally the first event in the Story of Humankind. Disregarding their 

cardinal direction, there are only eight panels which are not occurring at the base of 

the shaft. As Ó Carragáin noted when observing the sun’s course in relation to 

Muiredach’s Cross at Monasterboice, some of its panels are not following a 

                                                      
64 Peter Harbison, "An Irish Stroke of European Genius: Irish High Crosses and the Emperor Charles 
the Bald," in Insular and Anglo-Saxon Art and Thought in the Early Medieval period, ed., Colum 
Hourihane (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), 145-146. 
65 Éamonn Ó Carragáin, High Crosses, the Sun's Course and the Local Theologies at Kells and 
Monasterboice, (Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011), 173. 
66 Ibid., 151. 
67 Karkov, "Adam and Eve on Muiredach's Cross," 205. 
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perceived chronology, but are “subordinated to thematic and visual unity.”68 This 

may be also the case of those eight panels, where the Fall does not form the 

beginning of the reading. In five cases, the A&E panel is the sole figure panel of the 

shaft, but is in all cases accompanied by interlace. However, the cardinal direction 

of their faces varies considerably. There is one cross, the North Cross in 

Castledermot, Co. Kildare, where the A&E panel occupies the cross-head, facing 

west. This is an unusual case, as three Biblical scenes occur on this face of the shaft 

and three further scenes on the arms of the cross-head. Not all of these scenes are 

clearly identified, but the cross-head on the east face shows the Crucifixion. The 

narrow sides of the shaft and cross-head contain broad interlace patterns. As there 

are still doubts about the scenes depicted on both faces and the arms of the cross, 

an integrated reading is so far not possible. Yet, the depiction of the Fall on one face 

and the Crucifixion on the opposite face marks two important events in the timeline 

of the story of humanity. 

In summary, the majority of the A&E panels on the Irish high crosses occupy 

a prominent position, either as the starting point of the narrative story, as a sole 

panel of the shaft, or form the centre of the cross-head. Having observed the 

position of the A&E panels in general, we are now turning to the different forms of 

the Tree of Knowledge. 

 

                                                      
68 Ó Carragáin, High Crosses, the Sun's Course, 205. 
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Table 4-1: Positions of A&E panels on their respective crosses 

High Cross Position 

Arboe, Co. Tyrone East face Base of shaft 

Armagh, Co. Armagh East face Base of shaft 

Camus, Co. Derry West face Base of shaft 

Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly North face 
Sole figure panel on 
shaft 

Castledermot, North Cross, Co. Kildare West face Cross head 

Castledermot, South Cross, Co. Kildare West face Third on shaft 

Clones, Co. Monaghan South-east face Base of shaft 

Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone West face Base of shaft 

Galloon, Co. Fermanagh East face Third on shaft 

Graiguenamanagh, North Cross, 
Co. Kilkenny 

East face Third on shaft 

Broken Cross/South Cross, Kells, Co. Meath West face Base of shaft 

Market Cross, Kells, Co. Meath South face Third on shaft 

Tower Cross (also referred to as South 
Cross/Cross of SS Patrick and Columba), 
Kells, Co. Meath 

East face First figure panel 

Killary, Co. Meath East face Base of shaft 

Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, 
Co. Meath 

East face Base of shaft 

Moone, Co. Kildare East face Top of base 

Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow West face Middle of base 

Seir Kieran, Co. Offaly East face Bottom of base 

Tihilly, Co. Offaly West face 
Sole figure panel on 
shaft 

Village Cross, Tynan, Co. Armagh East face 
Sole figure panel on 
shaft 

Ullard, Co. Kilkenny East face Top of shaft 

Boho, Co. Fermanagh East face 
Sole figure panel on 
shaft 

Donaghmore, Co. Down West face Base of shaft 

Drumcliff, Co. Sligo East face 
First figure panel on 
shaft 

Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh North-east face Sole panel on shaft 

Durrow, Co. Offaly South side 
First figure panel on 
shaft 
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Trees on A&E panels assume one of two forms (see Table 4-2; Appendix). The first 

and most common type (occurring in 21 out of 26 cases), referred to here as the 

Hanging Branch form, has two fruit-laden branches that over-hang and enclose the 

figures of Adam and Eve (Plate 4-15). The second, Upright Branch form, of which 

only four specimens are known, has upright branches that create a sort of ‘crown’ 

or canopy above the two figures (Plate 4-16). Fruits of trees of this latter variety are 

disposed differently, and in some cases there are none at all. 

The high cross at Durrow, Co. Offaly, appears to be the only hybrid, featuring 

a combination of both hanging and upright branches (Plate 4-17), the former 

hanging only to shoulder level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 4-15: Section of panel, 
Muiredach’s Cross, Co. Louth 

 

Plate 4-16: Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

Plate 4-17: Durrow, Co. Offaly 
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Table 4-2: Overview of the general forms of the crown of the Tree of Knowledge on the A&E panels 

 Hanging Branch form Upright Branch form 

Arboe, Co. Tyrone Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

Armagh, Co. Armagh Donaghmore, Co. Down 

Camus, Co. Derry Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 

Castledermot, North Cross, Co. Kildare  

Castledermot, South Cross, Co. Kildare  

Clones, Co. Monaghan  

Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone  

Galloon, Co. Fermanagh  

Graiguenamanagh, North Cross, 

Co. Kilkenny 
 

Broken Cross/South Cross, Kells, Co. Meath  

Market Cross, Kells, Co. Meath  

Tower Cross (also referred to as South 
Cross/Cross of SS Patrick and Columba), 
Kells, Co. Meath 

 

Killary, Co. Meath  

Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, 

Co. Meath 
 

Moone, Co. Kildare  

Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow  

Seir Kieran, Co. Offaly  

Tihilly, Co. Offaly  

Village Cross, Tynan, Co. Armagh  

Ullard, Co. Kilkenny  

Durrow, Co. Offaly (combination crown) 
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4.8.1 The Hanging Branch form 

Trees of the Hanging Branch variety typically enclose Adam and Eve under a cowl or 

hood of fruit-laden branches. There are differences regarding the length of the 

branches, ranging from very short, just above the heads of the figures, to extending 

down all the way to the ground, thus completely enclosing the two figures. 

 

Length of hanging branches High Cross 

  

Short, just above the head of the figures Castledermot, South Cross, Co. Kildare 

 Clones, Co. Monaghan 

Reaching to the shoulders of the figures Galloon (?), Co. Fermanagh 

 Village Cross, Tynan, Co. Armagh 

 Ullard, Co. Kilkenny 

Reaching to the middle back of the figures Arboe, Co. Tyrone 

 Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone 

 Graiguenamanagh,  North Cross, Co. Kilkenny 

 Old Court, Co. Wicklow 

 Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly 

 Market Cross, Kells, Co. Meath 

 Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, Co Louth 

 Tihilly, Co. Offaly 

 Tower Cross, Kells, Co. Meath 

Reaching to the ground Armagh, Co. Armagh 

 Broken Cross, Kells, Co. Meath 

 Camus, Co. Derry 

 Castledermot, North Cross, Co. Kildare 

 Killary, Co. Meath 

 Moone, Co. Kildare 

 Seir Kieran, Co. Offaly 

 

 

 

Table 4-3: Overview of branch length of panels of Hanging Branch form 
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While in most cases the branches curve gracefully around the heads of Adam and 

Eve, there are four cases where the branches strike an espadrille-like posture: North 

Cross and South Cross, Castledermot, Co. Kildare; Graiguenamanagh, Co. Kilkenny, 

and Ullard, Co. Kilkenny. Here, instead of drooping under the weight of their fruit, 

the branches are perpendicular to the trunk, conforming to, inter alia, the shape of 

their respective panels (Plate 4-20 to Plate 4-23). 

 

 

 

 

Plate 4-18: South Cross, Castledermot, Co. 
Kildare, after Harbison, vol.2, fig.107 

 

Plate 4-19: Moone, Co. Kildare, 
 

 

Plate 4-20: North Cross, Castledermot, Co. Kildare, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.103 

 

Plate 4-21: South Cross, Castledermot, 
Co. Kildare, after Harbison, vol.2, fig.107  
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Not only have the branches lost their natural shape in such cases, but even the 

trunk has a more pole- or staff-like appearance, inviting comparison with and 

cogitation on other Biblical staffs/rods, e.g. Rods of Moses and of Aaron both of 

which could transform into serpents. Assuming the form of a ‘T’, such canopies are 

reminiscent of a Tau-crosier. The possibility that the artist shaped such trees with 

this very multivalency in mind cannot be casually dismissed.  

Where it is ascertainable, each branch carries at least one, if not two rows of big 

fruits, but the amount of fruits on each branch varies significantly, as the following 

table shows. 

 

 

Plate 4-22: Graiguenamanagh, 
Co. Kildare, after Harbison, vol.2, fig.311 

 

Plate 4-23: Ullard, Co. Kilkenny, 
after Harbison, vol. 2, fig. 642 
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Table 4-4: Quantity of fruits depicted on panels of Hanging Branch form  

High cross 

 

No. of fruits depicted 

Left 

branch 

Right 

branch 

 

Total 

Arboe, Co. Tyrone undeterminable 

Armagh, Co. Armagh undeterminable 

Camus, Co. Derry undeterminable 

Castledermot, North Cross, Co. Kildare 10 undeterminable 

Castledermot, South Cross, Co. Kildare 3 3 6 

Clones, Co. Monaghan 8 8 16 

Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone undeterminable 

Galloon, Co. Fermanagh undeterminable 

Graiguenamanagh,  North Cross, Co. Kilkenny 5 5 10 

Broken Cross/South Cross, Kells, Co. Meath undeterminable 

Market Cross, Kells, Co. Meath undeterminable 

Tower Cross/South Cross/Cross of SS Patrick and 

Columba, Kells, Co. Meath 
undeterminable 

Killary, Co. Meath undeterminable 

Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly 8 8 16 

Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, Co. Meath 13 11 24 

Moone, Co. Kildare 14 13 27 

Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow undeterminable 

Seir Kieran, Co. Offaly undeterminable 

Tihilly, Co. Offaly undeterminable 

Village Cross, Tynan, Co. Armagh undeterminable 

Ullard, Co. Kilkenny 4 4 8 

Durrow, Co. Offaly 4 4 8 

 

 

With the caveat that it is not possible to determine the precise number of fruits in 

the majority of panels, of those that could be counted equal amount of fruits on 

each branch seems broadly favoured. Whereas it is likely that the size and shape of 

the panel and the available space, or the aesthetics of the composition of scene, 
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influenced the number and distribution of the fruits, since numerology played an 

important role in Christian art it is equally conceivable that particular attention was 

paid to specific numbers (but see Meyer69). There may, for example, be significance 

in the fact that the left branch of the tree in the A&E panel on Muiredach’s cross 

bears thirteen fruits―six pairs of fruits and a single one right at the tip of the 

drooping branch (Plate 4-24).  

 

 

In Biblical numerology six is considered to be the perfect number; a paradigm for 

the correlation of mathematical laws70 and Biblical sanctification, as God created 

the world in six days.71 The number twelve also has a strong association with the 

twelve apostles, while the single fruit at the tip of the branch may refer to the 

perfection of consubstantiation, or the unity of the Church under one godhead.72 

 

                                                      
69 Heinz Meyer, Die Zahlenallegorese im Mittelalter, (Munchen: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1975). His 
research concerning number allegories in medieval times investigated how Gregory the Great, Bede 
and Honorius of Autun interpreted the meaning of numbers. 
70 A perfect number is defined to be one which is equal to the sum of its proper divisors (1+2+3=6). 
71 Meyer, Die Zahlenallegorese im Mittelalter, 129. 
72 Ibid., 111. 

 

Plate 4-24: Muiredach's Cross, Monasterboice, Co. Louth 
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4.8.2 The Upright Branch form 

Just four A&E panels have trees whose branches form an upright crown: Boho, 

Co. Fermanagh (Plate 4-25), Drumcliff, Co. Sligo (Plate 4-26), Lisnaskea, 

Co. Fermanagh (Plate 4-27) and Donaghmore, Co. Down (Plate 4-28).  

 

 

Plate 4-25: Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-26: Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

Plate 4-27: Market Cross,  
Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-28: Donaghmore, Co. Down  
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The Upright Branch form is a peculiarly Irish phenomenon. The closest 

approximations to naturalism are achieved at Lisnaskea and Donaghmore, 

otherwise the crowns are highly abstract patterns of interlaced lines, scrolls and/or 

spirals. It could be argued in the case of Boho and Drumcliff that were it not for the 

figures of Adam and Eve, and indeed the serpent, the tree might not be 

immediately identifiable as such. Although the crown on the Market Cross in 

Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh, is also made from intersecting lines, its overall shape and 

asymmetry (which may not have been deliberate) is closer to the familiar form of 

the crown of a real tree. Whereas no two specimens are alike, the apparent 

absence of clear and unambiguous fruit forms, albeit a negative characteristic, is a 

potentially defining feature of trees of this variety. Since the corpus is small it is 

possible to examine each specimen individually. 

4.8.2.1 Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

 

Plate 4-29: Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-30: Rubbing, Boho 
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The trunk of the tree at Boho consists of two parallel lines which form a double-

lobed knot at its lower end that finds a potentially interesting parallel on the west 

face of the so-called ‘Marigold Stone’ at Carndonagh, Co. Donegal. The pattern of 

the branches is pleasing but asymmetrical, and we might surmise that the artist’s 

motivation was to fill the irregular space available above the heads of Adam and 

Eve. It is evident that the focus is not on the fruit per se, which seem, in any case, 

distributed among the inner branches only. It is possible, of course, that 

prominence was achieved through colouring. Several of the leaf shapes are palmate 

and may be ivy leaves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 4-31: Rubbing, upper part of tree, 
Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-32: Highlighted leaf/fruit shapes 
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4.8.2.2 Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

 

The trunk of the tree at Drumcliff also comprises two parallel lines. The knotwork at 

the base of the trunk is complicated by the presence here of the coils of the serpent 

and is, as a result, difficult to decipher: the lobe at the bottom of the right vertical 

line, which reminds us of the lobes at Boho, appears to belong, in this case, to the 

body of the serpent. One possibility is that, despite the fact that at a critical 

juncture the right hand lateral is rendered invisible by the body of the serpent, both 

latera of the trunk unite at the base to form a triquetra of roots (Plate 4-35 and 

Plate 4-36). It is also possible, however, that the triquetra represents further of the 

coils of Satan’s body. If this were the case, one has to consider the iconographical 

 

Plate 4-33: Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

Plate 4-34: Rubbing 
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implications of positioning Satan’s coils in a place where one might expect to find a 

root-ball. 

 

 

At their upper end, the two vertical lines feed directly into the crown of four 

spiraliforms, two on each side, terminating in knots―all of which seem to be 

different―from which curved-stalks and leaves emerge. No fruit are depicted and, 

as far as can be ascertained, each spiraliform contributes one triangular leaf to a 

quatrefoil in the centre resulting in an expanded-arm cross shape at the very centre 

of the tree. 

 

 

Plate 4-35: Knot feature, rubbing,  
Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

Plate 4-36: Highlighted features 
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The left side of the crown is lower than its right side (Plate 4-37) on account of the 

fact that Eve is depicted as being shorter than Adam.  

The use of delicately-knotted spiraliform, suggests an origin in the native 

Irish design repertoire. The double set of scrolls is a motif that, as we have seen 

previously, recurs on a number of crosses. However, whether these abstract 

patterns were used to express vegetation in general, or trees specifically, is not 

clear. In interlacing the leafed branches and spirals, the artist created a fusion 

between a tradition that was largely based on abstract design elements and a new, 

more naturalistic style 

 

 

Plate 4-37: Highlighted ‘distortion’ of vertical 
scrolls, Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

Plate 4-38: Rubbing, above, and highlighted 
design details,  Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 
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4.8.2.3 Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 

 

 

The tree of the A&E panel on the north-eastern face of the Market Cross in 

Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh, is depicted in quasi natural form. It has a wide, almost 

triangular, root-ball from which the trunk emerges, tapering to the point from 

where two branches spring to form a heart-shaped crown. Two further branches 

emerge from the main branches to complete the pattern. Rounded fruits (or 

leaves?) are distributed at regular intervals, springing, somewhat like lollipops, 

from the branches. The shape of the crown, the intersecting branches as well as the 

placement of the fruits/leaves appears symmetrical but on closer inspection is not. 

The crossing point of the outer branches is slightly off-set to the right and, possibly 

due to a mistake, the right inside branch is misplaced (traced in orange, 

Plate 4-41) forcing the left inside branch too far to the left, resulting in what is 

surely an unintentional gap: symmetry is restored by the addition of another 

 

Plate 4-39: North/east face of shaft, 
Market Cross, Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-40: Rubbing, crown, Lisnaskea, 
Co. Fermanagh 

 

 

Plate 4-41: Highlighted rubbing, crown, 
Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 
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fruit/leaf (traced in brown, Plate 4-41). It is interesting to note that without this 

additional fruit/leaf, the ratio between the number of outside and inside 

fruits/leaves would have been 2:1, with twelve fruits/leaves pointing outwards and 

six pointing inwards towards the crown. While here it is postulated that the 

additional fruit/leaf was an aesthetic consideration in the name of symmetry, as in 

the case of Muiredach’s cross mentioned above, the addition of a thirteenth fruit is 

not incompatible with Christian numerology.  

Finally, a word on the status of the monument at Lisnaskea, the middle 

section of which is usually described as the shaft of a high cross.73 Though Lowry-

Corry questioned whether the shaft and base were from one of the erstwhile large 

crosses said to have stood in a church yard on Galloon Island,74 the form of the 

piece places a question mark over its identification as a cross shaft in the first place 

given that the tapered trapezoids at either end find no parallels on any high cross. 

In fact, it would appear to be an architectural piece. 

 

                                                      
73 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 136. 
74 Dorothy Lowry-Corry, "The Market Cross at Lisnaskea," The Journal of the Royal Society of 
Antiquaries of Ireland 5, no. 1 (1935): 156. 

 

Plate 4-42: North-east side, Market Cross, 
Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-43: South-west side, Market Cross, 
Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 
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4.8.2.4 Donaghmore, Co. Down 

 

 

Plate 4-44: Shaft of Market Cross, Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-45: Donaghmore, Co. Down 

 

Plate 4-46: Rubbing 
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The tree on the A&E panel of the cross at Donaghmore, Co. Down, is the most 

naturalistic and indeed simple tree in the corpus. It is quite heavily eroded but 

nonetheless appears to consist of a straight trunk and a crown of eight branches. 

Three branches emerge in a naturalistic manner from the trunk either side above 

the heads of the figures and two branches top out the tree. Each one terminates in 

a hastate leaf, reminiscent of ivy (Plate 4-46). Once again, there is no evidence of 

fruits. 

 

4.8.3 The composite crown 

The A&E panel of the Durrow cross (Plate 4-47) is somewhat of a hybrid. It is the 

only example that amalgamates aspects of both forms of the Tree of Knowledge, 

a perfect fusion of hanging branches and spiral crown. 

 

 

 

Plate 4-47: Durrow, Co. Offaly 

 

Plate 4-48: Rubbing 
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The tree consists of a straight, staff-like trunk and a crown of two mirrored spirals 

with leafs. Beneath the branches of the crown are two smaller ones that arch 

around the figures’ heads as far as to their shoulders. From each of these hang four 

fruits, bringing the total to twelve. 

 

 

As with Drumcliff (Plate 4-50), all four branches spring from the centre of the 

crown. How this is configured is almost impossible to determine owing to erosion, 

but (Plate 4-51) one suggestion is offered here.  

 

 

 

Plate 4-49: Detail, rubbing, Durrow, Co. Offaly 

 

Plate 4-50: Detail, rubbing, 
Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

Plate 4-51: Detail, rubbing, 
highlighted branches, Durrow, Co. Offaly 
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4.8.4 The Forbidden Fruit on the Irish high crosses - An apple? 

 

Generalisation of foliage, branch structure, and fruit in depictions of the Fall across 

Europe suggest that, in the early medieval period at least, the Tree of Knowledge 

represented no tree and all trees simultaneously, symbolising the fecundity of God’s 

bounty, a cornucopia of Eden. Muiredach’s Cross may have been particularly 

influential in respect of the artistic formula used to depict the Fall on the Irish high 

crosses. Here the fruits are large and round, and are distributed along the branches 

in a manner that would not exclude their identification as apples. The putative 

master-class in Carolingian sculpture at Monasterboice notwithstanding, the 

presence at Charlemagne’s and Louis the Pious’ courts, and to a lesser degree at 

Charles the Bald’s court, of Irish men is well documented and, to name only the 

most prominent, includes scholars like Clemens Scottus, Hibernicus Exul, Dicuil,75 

and John Scottus Eriugena. Their presence testifies to close contact between 

Carolingian Europe and Ireland, and provides a context for the transmission of 

goods (including fruit), horticultural know-how and artistic formulae and 

conventions. The aforementioned titulus attributed to the Carolingian poet Mico, 

dating to the first or second quarter of the ninth century, demonstrates that the 

identification of the fruit as an apple was clearly established by the ninth century, 

which removes one possible obstacle to the identification of the big, round fruits in 

the A&E panel of Muiredach’s Cross as apples. 

 

The wild variety, Malus sylvestris (crab apple) became widely distributed over the 

temperate forest zones of Europe, the Caucasus and Siberia.76 In 2010 the complete 

genome of the apple was decoded at Washington State University. The genome 

project showed that it is not, as formerly believed, the European crab apple that is 

closest to the modern cultivar, but rather the wild Asian variety Malus siversii77 

                                                      
75 Joanna Story, Carolingian Connections: Anglo-Saxon England and Carolingian Francia, c. 750-870, 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2003), 4. 
76 Daniel Zohary, Maria Hopf et al., Domestication of Plants in the Old World: The Origin and Spread 
of Domesticated Plants in Southwest Asia, Europe, and the Mediterranean Basin, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012). 
77 Riccardo Velasco, "The Genome of the Domesticated Apple (Malus × domestica Borkh.)," Nature 
Genetics 42, no. 10 (2010): 838. 
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from the area of the Tian Shan Mountains.78 While archaeological evidence can 

place the self-propagating crab apple all over Europe as far back as the Neolithic 

and Bronze Age, the sweet apple is solely a product of grafting,79 a technique that 

only started to be extensively used in Europe during Greek and Roman times,80 

though it was practiced in Persia by the fifth or sixth century BC. By the mid-first 

century AD grafting was commonplace, leading to the belief that “the Romans 

brought the complete technology, learned from the Greeks, of apple grafting, 

cultivation, harvesting, storage, accumulation of new varieties, and probably cider 

making to north-western Europe.”81 The opposing theory suggesting that the 

Romans learned the skill of grafting apples from the Celts82 places rather too much 

emphasis on the place name root ‘av-‘, which is considered to be the product of a 

linguistic evolution and may have referred to both wild and domesticated apple 

trees marked out for special attention and/or used as boundary markers in Asia and 

the Near East from the beginning of farming onwards, long before the discovery of 

grafting.83 Despite the suggestion that the 3000 year old fruit found at Haughey’s 

Fort, Co. Armagh, might have been an early Celtic-Phoenician seedling import used 

to establish a sweet variety here in Ireland,84 doubts about its identification as an 

apple persist,85 and the lab results have not yet been fully published.86 Regardless, it 

is doubtful that the one large possible apple specimen found in County Armagh is 

sufficient to prove that the technique of grafting was understood and practiced in 

Ireland by that time. It is more likely that the first domesticated apples in Ireland 

came via Roman Britain or with Christianity. 

 

Just as on the continent, there is ample evidence that the sweet apple was popular 

in Ireland too. Documentary references to apple trees, distinguishing between the 

                                                      
78 Zohary, Hopf et al., Domestication of Plants, 136. 
79 Ibid., 138. 
80 Ibid., 115. 
81 Barry E. Juniper and David J. Mabberley, The Story of the Apple, (Oregon: Timber Press, 2006), 127. 
82 Ibid., 129-130. 
83 Morgan and Richards, Book of Apples, 10. 
84 Juniper and Mabberley, The Story of the Apple, 127. 
85 Tom Kennedy, "Old Apples Take Root in National Collection," Technology Ireland 29, no. 4 (1997): 
18. 
86 Juniper and Mabberley, The Story of the Apple, 127. 
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native crab apple and the cultivated sweet started to appear from the eighth 

century onwards. Considering the role it plays in both legal and literary texts by the 

eighth century the sweet apple was not just popular, it was revered. The eighth 

century legal tract Bretha Comaithchesa (Laws of the Neighbourhood), probably 

derives from a much earlier and now lost law tract Fidbretha (Tree Judgements), a 

legal tract containing the earliest reference to the apple tree, listing it as one of the 

nobles of the woods; the highest order of four distinct classes of native Irish trees 

and bushes. While this particular entry is ambiguous and could refer to either the 

wild or domesticated species, the phrase ‘fiad ubull’ (wild apple) from another 

contemporary law tract, Do Fastad Cirt ocus Dligid, implies that both species were 

known at the time.87 The account of an abundant crop of sweet apples, 

ubla cumrae, in a churchyard the ninth century Bethu Brigte, (Life of St Brigit),88 

acknowledges the existence of the sweet variety. 

The Early Irish tale, Echtrae Chonnlai, (Adventures of Connlae), dating to the 

eighth century,89 recounts how a woman from the Otherworld attempts to entice 

Connlae to go with her to the land of the living but is counteracted by the spell of a 

druid. Before the spells takes effect, rendering her invisible and inaudible, she 

throws him an apple which not only renders him resistant to all food and drink 

except this one apple, but also instils in him a longing for the woman. On her return 

she foretells the destruction of druidry by a righteous man and, unable to withstand 

his longing, Connlae follows her and disappears.90 A further tale, Immram Máel Dúin 

(The Voyage of Máel Dúin), speaks of three apples, each one of which is capable of 

nourishing twenty-one men for forty nights. While it is possible that the apple is a 

literary topos, such as we encounter throughout Greek mythology in The Golden 

Apples of the Hesperides and also the Judgment of Paris, these latter two Irish texts 

                                                      
87 Kelly, "The Old Irish Tree-List," 107. 
88 Fergus Kelly, Early Irish Farming: A Study Based Mainly on the Law-Texts of the 7th and 8th 
Centuries AD, (Dublin: School of Celtic Studies, Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1997), 259. 
89 Kim McCone, Echtrae Chonnlai and The Beginnings of Vernacular Narrative Writing in Ireland: A 
Critical Edition with Introduction, Notes, Bibliography, and Vocabulary, (Maynooth: Department of 
Old and Middle Irish, National University of Ireland, Maynooth, 2000), 47. 
90 Ibid., 1. 
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have a clear Christian gloss,91 indeed, the resonances in Echtrae Chonnlai of motifs 

associated with the Fall are unambiguous. Consequently, these considerations 

contribute to the identification of the fruits in the A&E panel of Muiredach’s Cross 

as apples. 

However, it is in the late tenth century poem Saltair na Rann, contemporary 

with the erection of Muiredach’s Cross, where we finally find clear references to the 

apple as the Forbidden Fruit, although the fruit is initially described in the story as 

“the fruit of the forbidden tree,”92 and “the fruit of the rough tree.”93 Only when 

Eve, inquisitive yet reluctant to pick the fruit herself, replies to the serpent, the 

species of the tree is revealed: 

 

Tair, na nathir, fēin don chraunn 

Ocus tuc de óenubull; 

 Acht co tora int ubull dam 

 Rannfat etrom is Ādam. 94 

 

(transl.) Come, o serpent, yourself to the tree and take one apple from it; 

if only the apple reach me, I will divide it between Adam and myself.95 

 

The apple becomes synonymous with the Forbidden Fruit from this point onwards 

in the story. It is therefore conceivable that the sculptor had the apple in mind, 

when he created the A&E panel on Muiredach’s Cross.   

  

 

 

                                                      
91 Fergus Kelly, A Guide to Early Irish Law, (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1988), 231-
232.; Caroline McGrath, "The Apple in Early Irish Narrative Tradition: A Thoroughly Christian 
Symbol?," Studia Celtica Fennica VII (2010). 
92 Canto VIII, 1157-60, Greene and Kelly, The Irish Adam and Eve Story, vol. 1, 33. 
93 Canto VIII, 1229-32, ibid., 39. 
94 Canto VIII, 1261-4, ibid., 40. 
95 Ibid., 41. 
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4.8.5 Exchanging the Forbidden Fruit in the A&E panels 

 

 

Traditionally, two moments in the narrative of the Fall are depicted, sometimes 

separately sometimes conflated, viz. the exchange of the Forbidden Fruit and the 

moment of self-consciousness of their nakedness, which speaks to loss of innocence 

and sexual awakening. All A&E panels in the Irish corpus convey Adam’s and Eve’s 

(sometimes only Eve’s) consciousness of their nakedness― expressed either by 

them covering their sexual organs with the hands and arms, or more subtly by 

presenting both figures in profile (Table 1-3). In seven cases (allowing for erosion) 

the figures are presented in the act of sharing the fruit (Plate 4-52 and Plate 4-53), 

in two Eve offers the fruit but Adam has not yet responded, and in three Eve holds 

the fruit in front of her chest and in this way hides her breasts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 4-52: Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone, 
after Harbison, vol. 2, fig. 197 

 

Plate 4-53: South Cross, Castledermot, 
Co. Kildare, after Harbison, vol. 2, fig. 107 
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Eve holds the fruit in front of her chest Eve proffers the fruit to Adam 

 

 Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 Moone, Co. Kildare 

 

 

 Graiguenamanagh,  North Cross, 

Co. Kilkenny 

 Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Adam and Eve exchange the fruit Fruit not exchanged between Adam 

and Eve, or indeterminable 

 Castledermot, North Cross, Co. 

Kildare 

 Castledermot, South Cross, Co. 

Kildare 

 Durrow, Co. Offaly 

 Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly 

 Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, 

Co. Meath 

 Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow 

 Ullard, Co. Kilkenny 

 

 Arboe, Co. Tyrone 

 Armagh, Co. Armagh  

 Broken Cross/South Cross, 

Kells, Co. Meath  

 Camus, Co. Derry 

 Clones, Co. Monaghan 

 Donaghmore, Co. Down 

 Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone  

 Galloon, Co. Tyrone  

 Killary, Co. Meath 

 Market Cross, Kells, Co. Meath 

 Seir Kieran, Co. Offaly 

 Tower Cross, Kells, Co. Meath 

 Tihilly, Co. Offaly 

 Village Cross, Tynan, Co. Armagh 

 

 

Behind these variations is probably nothing more complex than the selection of 

moments in the timeline of the Fall (Gen. 3: 1-7). Thus, the seven panels that depict 

the exchange of the fruit omit earlier moments, such as Eve tasting the fruit first, 

which may be portrayed in the three panels showing Eve holding the fruit in front of 

her chest. The panel at Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone (Plate 4-52), on the other hand, 

only depicts Adam and Eve discovering their nakedness (Gen. 3:7).  

 

Table 4-5: Absence or presence of the Forbidden Fruit in the A&E panels 
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4.8.6 The depiction of the serpent 

 

Now the serpent was more subtle than any of the beasts of the earth which 

the Lord God had made. And he said to the woman: Why hath God 

commanded you, that you should not eat of every tree of paradise? And the 

woman answered him, saying: Of the fruit of the trees that are in paradise 

we do eat: But of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of paradise, God 

hath commanded us that we should not eat; and that we should not touch it, 

lest perhaps we die. 

And the serpent said to the woman: No, you shall not die the death. For God 

doth know that in what day soever you shall eat thereof, your eyes shall be 

opened: and you shall be as Gods, knowing good and evil. 

(Gen. 3: 1-5) 

 

A vital component of the Fall narrative is the serpent, who, symbolising Satan  

(Gen. 3:1-5), tempts Eve into eating the Forbidden Fruit from the Tree of 

Knowledge. The association between a serpent and a fruit is, in fact, a well-

established literary topos.  

 

 

 

Plate 4-54: Hercules and Ladon, Roman relief plate, Late Antique, 
© Staatliche Antikensammlungen, München 
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The popularity of the myth of The Golden Apples of the Hesperides is testified to in 

innumerable depictions in art, particularly that of Ladon, and has clearly left its 

mark in the realisation of the Genesis-serpent in Christian as well as Jewish art. 

Suffice to say that the general style of its depiction is also echoed on Irish high 

crosses: in all but one A&E panel, the serpent is coiled around the trunk of the tree. 

The serpent is not readily visible at Donaghmore, Co. Down, but rubbings reveal a 

vertical feature among the right side branches of the crown of the tree. This may be 

the serpent, winding around two of the right side branches of the tree, while part of 

its body and head are facing downwards. The feature can still be noticed on 

photographs taken by Harbison during the early 1990s (Plate 4-55) though he 

makes no reference to it. Advanced surface erosion of the cross in general makes it 

difficult to detect by eye or camera today (Plate 4-56).  

 

 

 

 

Plate 4-55: Donaghmore, Co. Down, 
after Harbison, vol. 2, fig.190 

 

Plate 4-56: Donaghmore, Co. Down 
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Similarly, Harbison does not speculate which one of the figures on the Donaghmore 

A&E panel is Adam and which one Eve, but since it is customary that the serpent 

tempts Eve, she may be the figure on the viewer’s right, wearing the ankle-length 

tunic. Tunic length does not, however, indicate gender: at Graiguenamanagh, 

Co. Kilkenny, the left-hand figure offering the fruit, who therefore must be Eve, is 

wearing the shorter garment. Unfortunately, in the remaining three panels where 

the protagonists are fully clothed (see further below) Eve cannot be distinguished 

from Adam. 

On those A&E panels where the coiling motion of the serpent around the 

trunk of the tree is not eroded, the preferred choice in the majority of cases 

appears to be a ground-up, clockwise rotation, ending with the serpent’s head 

facing the viewer’s left, the side where Eve is usually situated. The A&E panel on the 

Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly, seems to be the only one so far where Eve is positioned to 

the right side of the tree from the viewer’s perspective. At Boho, Co. Fermanagh, 

and Drumcliff, Co. Sligo, the serpent weaves upwards between the two lines that 

make up the trunk of the tree emerging beside Eve (viewer’s left). 

 

 

Plate 4-57: Rubbing original 

 

Plate 4-58: Coloured interpretation 



Chapter 4: The Tree of Knowledge 
 

148 
 

4.8.7 The depiction of Adam and Eve 

 

 

Plate 4-59: Detail, east face, Muiredach's Cross, Monasterboice, Co. Louth 

 

The general composition of the narrative on the high crosses seems to follow one of 

the traditional patterns found in art throughout Early Christendom - Adam and Eve 

standing beside the Tree of Knowledge with the serpent coiled about the trunk. At a 

basic level, the overall composition of such panels (which in some cases, such as in 

Muiredach’s Cross, and the Market and the Tower crosses at Kells, shares the space 

with the narrative of Cain slaying Abel (Plate 4-59)) is generally symmetrical, the 

axis-line being the Tree of Knowledge. The posture, movements and/or gestures of 

the figures and other details, such as clothing and even Eve’s sometimes 

androgynous appearance, provide some very interesting insights into how Early 

Irish Christians engaged with this particular narrative, and then realised it on the 

high crosses. 

Two body postures are utilised (see Table 4-6 for a detailed listing). In eight 

cases the figures are presented full frontal―with straight legs―facing the viewer, 

and in seventeen cases the figures are in either in full profile (eleven examples) 

where they are facing one another, or half-profile (six examples), with legs drawn in 

profile (a posture which hides their genitals from view) but torsos and heads turned 

to face the viewer. In the case of the latter two variations, the knees are always 

shown bent, suggesting a walking or stepping motion which is not necessary to 
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convey the message of the narrative and is, therefore, a purely artistic 

consideration to vivify the tableau, drawing the viewer more intimately into the 

drama. 

 

Adam and Eve facing each other Variations 

(all figures feature bent knees) 

 Arboe, Co. Tyrone 

 Castledermot, North Cross, 

Co. Kildare 

 Castledermot, South Cross, 

Co. Kildare 

 Durrow, Co. Offaly 

 Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly 

 Market Cross, Kells, Co. Meath 

 Tower Cross/South Cross/Cross of SS 

Patrick and Columba, 

Kells, Co. Meath 

 Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, Co. 

Meath 

 Moone, Co. Kildare 

 Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow 

 Ullard, Co. Kilkenny 

Figure on left side faces the one on the right, 

while right side figure faces the viewer  

 Graiguenamanagh,  North Cross, Co. 

Kilkenny 

 Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh  

  

Figure on right side faces the one on the left, 

while left side figure faces the viewer 

 Galloon, Co. Tyrone 

 Village Cross, Tynan, 

Co. Armagh 

Both figures face the viewer 

 Broken Cross/South Cross, Kells, Co. 

Meath  

 Tihilly, Co. Offaly 

 

Adam and Eve face the viewer Position indeterminable 

 Armagh, Co. Armagh 

 Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 Camus, Co. Derry 

 Clones, Co. Monaghan 

 Donaghmore, Co. Down 

 Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone 

 Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 Killary, Co. Meath 

 Seir Kieran, Co. Offaly 

 

 

Table 4-6: Figure positions on A&E panels 
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The novelty, in an Insular context, of such artistic sensibility cannot be over-stated 

and it is the clear evidence of this on Muiredach’s cross, Monasterboice, that 

convinces Stalley and others of its unique significance. 

 

 

Plate 4-60: Detail, Adam & Eve, Muiredach's Cross, Monasterboice 

 

In the case of Muiredach’s Cross, which although artistically superior to all of the 

others is still a useful exemplar, Eve is standing to the left of the tree and Adam, 

identifiable by his beard, to the right. Both figures are portrayed in semi-profile. 

Whereas the finer details, such as faces, are completely lost on many A&E panels, in 

this case the tilt of his head and the furrow of his brow fix Adam’s gaze on the fruit 

and convey a troubled countenance. Eve, on the other hand, faces the viewer with 

her head tilted slightly towards her right shoulder. Beguilingly nonchalant, her 

posture dissociates her from the full gravity of the situation, the weight of which is, 

in contrast, etched deeply in Adam’s face.  

Naked, of course, their bent knees, as well as the slight heel strike of one 

foot and the corresponding heel lift of the other subtly conveys, through motion, 
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the narrative that has brought Adam and Eve together at this place at the very 

moment the viewer encounters this scene: the movement gives a sense of ‘before’; 

they have arrived here just as in everyday life each person carries him or herself 

into a situation where they are faced with a choice between right and wrong.  

Although the position of their legs hides their nakedness, Eve’s left hand is 

still over her private parts, while her right hand is offering the apple to Adam. 

Adam’s left hand is moving towards the apple, while his right hand, in turn, shields 

his genitals. It is this motion, conveyed in the striding legs, that is the defining 

feature of this form. Adam and Eve are always presented naked except in the case 

of the North Cross at Graiguenamanagh, Co. Kilkenny, where they are clothed. 

 

 

Eight panels (see Table 4-6) depict Adam and Eve full frontal, standing either side of 

the Tree of Knowledge. In contrast to the fluid motion (achieved with varying 

degrees of success) of the former type, such figures appear quite static, the only 

hints at movement expressed in terms of arm position, or the presence or absence 

of the fruit in Eve’s hand. Perhaps the most animated carvings occur at Boho and 

Drumcliff (Plate 4-63, Plate 4-64) which also display remarkable similarities in terms 

of the depiction of the trunk of the tree, the serpent and, in particular the postures 

adopted by Adam and Eve which are nearly identical. 

  

 

Plate 4-61: Donaghmore, Co. Down 

 

Plate 4-62: Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone, 
after Harbison, vol. 2, fig. 197 
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Note in particular how awkwardly Adam holds his right arm, it appears as if he is 

leaning his elbow against the tree trunk, while covering his nakedness with his left 

hand. (It is difficult to account for this casual posture; given the competence of the 

rest of the carving, it does not arise from poor composition). Though drawing from 

the same, thus far unidentified template, it is evident from the contrasting 

approaches to the crown of the tree, as well as aspects of the style of the figures 

―tall and lean in the case of Boho, shorter and rounder at Drumcliff― that these 

two panels were carved by different artists. The fact that they occur quite close to 

one another; and along the same ancient route from Enniskillen/Clogher westwards 

between Upper and Lower Lough Erne, suggests the closest of connections.  

Whereas, as already noted, Adam and Eve are usually depicted naked, in five 

cases (Camus, Co. Derry, Donaghmore, Co. Down, Graiguenamanagh, Co. Kilkenny, 

Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow and Ullard, Co. Kilkenny) they are fully clothed. Moreover, 

most of the time it is clear, or at least seems to have been clear originally, which of 

 

Plate 4-63: Rubbing, Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-64: Rubbing, Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 
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the figures is male and which female, but in a number of instances Eve appears 

quite androgynous. Both are rare in depictions of the Fall across Europe and the 

Mediterranean, although there are some instances where Adam is clothed.96 

 

 

Plate 4-65: Donaghmore, Co Down 

 

Plate 4-66:  Graiguenamanagh, after Harbison, vol.2, fig.311 

 

 

Without exception, when clothed, Adam and Eve are dressed in knee- to ankle-

length bell-shaped tunics of the type commonly encountered in Early Medieval Irish 

art which, it has been suggested, mimic formal European and Byzantine attire  

                                                      
96 For instance, in a partial floor mosaic in the nave of the north church in Huarte, Syria, Adam is 
identified by his name above his head, appearing clothed and seated.  

 

Plate 4-67: Oldcourt, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.530 

 

Plate 4-68: Ullard, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.642 
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(Plate 4-69). While the cloak per se did not change much over time, how it was 

ornamented transformed it from a flowing fabric into one that was stiff and 

unpliant,97 attributes which can be best observed in the portrait page of St Matthew 

in the Book of Durrow (Plate 4-70), reflecting its Irish interpretation.98 

 

 

Why are they presented as clothed in the first place? It is, of course, theoretically 

possible that nudity was a locally sensitive matter, but a more enlightened 

explanation may be found in the Saltair na Rann. Here, after Eve ate from the apple 

her body changed —a wide penalty— her fair covering fell from her.99 She called for 

Adam and when he saw her naked he said, “You will not survive as you are” said he, 

said Adam, to his good wife; “why were you put into captivity, who has deprived you 

of your holy coverings?”100 

The concept that the protagonists had some form of coverings, in spite of 

the fact that they are clearly described as naked in Genesis, is not only found in the 

Irish source, but reflects a trend that can also be observed in European ‘Adam and 

Eve’ narratives. Two of the Early Middle High German Biblical epics, the Vienna 

                                                      
97 Karl Köhler, A History of Costume, (New York: Dover Publications, 2012), 120. 
98 Conor Newman, "St Matthews Cloak, Durrow fol. 21v.," in Above and Beyond: Essays in Memory of 
Leo Swan, ed., T. Condit, et al. (Bray: Wordwell, 2005). 
99 Canto VIII, 1293-6, Greene and Kelly, The Irish Adam and Eve Story, vol. 1, 43. 
100 Canto VIII, 1305-8, ibid. 

 

Plate 4-69: Mosaic of Justinian and Retinue, Apse, 
c. AD 546, © San Vitale, Ravenna 

 

Plate 4-70: Symbol page of 
St Matthew, fol 21, 7th century, 

© Book of Durrow 
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Genesis and the Anegenge make references to garments which are lost at the 

Fall.101 Murdoch argues that the reasons for the existence of Paradisal garments lies 

in an extensive literary tradition, which can be traced to Jewish references in the 

literature of the Dead Sea communities, but also that of the influence of folklore.102 

As previously mentioned, nudity may have been a sensitive matter. As Murdoch 

reflects, “unable to conceive of a state of naked innocence, folklore simply clothed 

the couple.”103 It is interesting to note that there exist no corresponding 

iconographical tradition, aside from a few rare instances.104 In the case of the Irish 

panels, however, clothing Adam and Eve may reflect local adversity to nudity, 

personal choice of the sculptor and/or client, or perhaps knowledge and therefore 

influence of the Saltair na Rann. It equally could have also been used to merely 

move the narrative along to the next stage viz. Gen. 3:21: And the Lord made for 

Adam and his wife, garments of skins, and clothed them. 

In addition, the difficulty of distinguishing Adam from Eve is compounded 

when they are clothed, such as at Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow and Ullard, Co. Kilkenny, 

where the snake’s head is also indeterminable. In the case of Donaghmore, 

Co. Down, as we have already seen, it is also uncertain which one of the figures is 

Eve and which Adam, particularly considering that the vertical feature may 

represent the serpent. However, even when the figures are portrayed naked, 

gender indicators, such as Eve’s breasts or hairstyle, or Adam’s beard, are often 

missing. Indeed, there are only a few panels where Eve can be immediately 

identified. In at least six cases, Eve is portrayed in rather androgynous form, i.e. 

Boho, Co. Fermanagh, in which she is even taller than Adam, the North and South 

crosses at Castledermot, Co. Kildare, Drumcliff, Co. Sligo, Moone, Co. Kildare, and 

Ullard, Co. Kilkenny. It would perhaps be cliché to attribute this practice to the lack 

of a tradition of figural sculpture in Ireland, or indeed insular prudence, when, in 

reality, as long as other features, such as the position of the serpent’s head, Adam’s 

                                                      
101 Brian Murdoch, The Fall of Man in the Early Middle High German Biblical Epic, (Göppingen: Verlag 
Alfred Kümmerle, 1972), 106. 
102 See Murdoch extensive study in ibid., 106-107. 
103 Ibid., 106. 
104 Ibid., 106, ft note 2. 
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beard, or who was holding the apple could guide the viewer in the identification of 

at least one of the figures, anatomical specificity was superfluous.  

In six A&E panels (North & South crosses at Castledermot, Co. Kildare, 

Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly, Durrow, Co. Offaly, Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow and Ullard, 

Co. Kilkenny) the juxtaposition of Adam’s and Eve’s hands, index fingers and thumbs 

extended, both touching the fruit, form an elongated lozenge evocative of the 

symbol for the Resurrection. Mere coincidence perhaps, but in an oeuvre that 

indulges multivalency and artistic meditation on nature as analogue of divine 

nature, the opportunity to invite meditation on the connection between Original Sin 

and Resurrection would not have been squandered. 

 

 

The lozenge is a geometric shape that offers a simple device to convey an event as 

complex as the Resurrection, for which no textual guidelines exist.105 King argues 

that the occurrence of the lozenge on some of the Irish high crosses “reminds the 

informed viewer that the Resurrection of Christ is implied within the symbolism of 

                                                      
105 Mike King, "Diamonds are Forever: the Kilbroney Cross, The Book of Kells and an Early Christian 
Symbol of the Resurrection," Journal of the Lecale Historical Society 19 (2001): 11; Hillary Richardson, 
"Number and Symbol in Early Christian Irish art," The Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of 
Ireland 114 (1984): 32. 

 

Plate 4-71: Highlighted lozenge feature, 
Kinnitty Cross, after Harbison, vol.2, fig.99 

 

Plate 4-72: Highlighted lozenge feature, South 
Cross, Castledermot, 

after Harbison, vol.2, fig.107 
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the Cross”.106 It is a symbol that permeates Insular art occurring on manuscripts, 

e.g. Lindisfarne and Kells,107 on metalwork such as the Tara brooch and the 

Derrynaflan chalice,108 and in stone, such as on the Cross of Moone, Co. Kildare, the 

West Cross at Monasterboice, in the centre of the cross-head on the Kilbroney 

Cross,109 or on the later twelfth century baptismal font at St Flannan’s Cathedral in 

Killaloe, Co. Clare. 

 

 

It is thought that the symbol of the lozenge derives from the Late Antique 

cosmological concept of the tetragonus mundus,110 the fourfold division of the 

earth, which contained fragments of Near Eastern and Egyptian sacred wisdom 

traditions, as well as Greek philosophy. Depicted as rhombical-, or lozenge-shape it 

set in a rectangular frame with the names of the four cardinal points, the four 

elements and seasons inscribed at its corners. This tetradic image was utilised by 

the Early Church fathers, who, as O’Reilly describes it, “had made use of existing 

concepts of the fourfold nature of the cosmos to argue for the divinely-inspired 

                                                      
106 King, "Diamonds are forever," 11. 
107 Meehan, The Book of Kells, 125-6. 
108 King, "Diamonds are forever," 4-5. 
109 Richardson, "Number and Symbol in Early Christian Irish art," 32, 45; King, "Diamonds are 
forever," 11. 
110 Jennifer O'Reilly, "Patristic and Insular Traditions of the Evangelists: Exegesis and Iconography of 
the Four-Symbols Page," in Le Isole Britanniche e Rome in Età Romanobarbarica ed., Anna Maria 
Luisella Fadda, et al. (Rome: Herder, 1998), 66. 

 

Plate 4-73: Baptismal font, St Flannan’s Cathedral Killaloe, Co. Clare 
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harmony of the fourfold Gospel and to show that both cosmological and scriptural 

demonstrations of the importance of the number four centre on the Creator-

Logos.”111 The earliest occurrences of lozenges are in conjunction with Eucharistic 

imagery and symbols of Christ on Byzantine mosaics dating from the fourth and fifth 

century. By the sixth and seventh century the lozenge appears in context with the 

Holy Sepulchre, where it is thought to represent the grave slab, in perspective, over 

Christ’s empty tomb. This motif is also present on Early Medieval pilgrimage 

ampullae, which may have contributed the transmission of the symbol of the 

lozenge to Ireland.112 

 

4.8.8 Outside inspirations 

There is great variety in how the Story of the Fall and, in the context of the present 

study, the Tree of Knowledge are depicted on Irish high crosses. The importance of 

the suggestion that the A&E panel on Muiredach’s Cross was central to the Irish 

series lies in the fact that here the Tree of Knowledge is rendered with fruit-laden 

hanging branches that, inter alia, frame the figures of Adam and Eve, which is the 

form that dominates the Irish corpus. In only three cases are the branches of the 

trees rendered differently, four if Lisnaskea is included, though not as a high cross. 

And whereas the panels at Boho and Drumcliff seem to be quite closely related 

artistically, anomalies, such as the possibility that Lisnaskea is not a cross and how 

Donaghmore, Co. Down, seems to be lacking its serpent, are of concern. So also is 

the question of how the two styles related to one another, a question that focuses 

attention on the apparent hybrid that is the tree at Durrow. More important, 

however, is where, outside of Ireland, can progenitors of these two forms be found. 

As the species of the Tree of Knowledge is not mentioned in Genesis (in fact 

the tree is its own, unique species), artists’ consideration of how to render it may 

have been influenced by local flora and broader local cultural traditions. A brief 

overview of depictions of the Fall in European art reveals an overwhelming majority 

of trees rendered in a more naturalistic manner than in Ireland, where the artistic 

                                                      
111 Ibid. 
112 King, "Diamonds are forever," 4-6. 
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style is abstract. In general medieval European depictions of the Fall have trees that 

have few fruit and little foliage; except in cases where the tree takes the form of or 

is conflated with a vine; and in only a minority of cases are the branches 

drooping.113 Rather, in the majority of cases, from the earliest examples in wall-

painting and sculpture (e.g. the sarcophagus of Junius Bassus or the wall-painting in 

Room 14 of the Arcosolium, Rome) to medieval renderings (e.g. Bernward’s doors 

of the Hildesheim Cathedral and the west portal door of the Monreale Cathedral 

illustrated here) the crown of the tree is predominantly upright, which suggests that 

the hanging branches, drooping under the weight of their fruits, as depicted on the 

majority of Irish A&E panels, may not have had a direct European progenitor. 

 

 

                                                      
113 This includes a variety of different objects, dating between the fourth and tenth centuries, such as 
frescos from various Roman cemeteries, sarcophagi, a number of miniatures from illuminated 
manuscripts and other diverse artefacts. 

 

Plate 4-74: Bernward’s doors, left valve, AD 1015, © Hildesheim Cathedral 
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Later European depictions of the Tree of Knowledge, from the eleventh century 

onwards, seem also to favour upright branches. However, closer to hand, Britain 

provides several reasonably good parallels for Irish A&E scenes. 

The two legible Adam and Eve scenes in the Scottish corpus occur on 

opposite sides of the country; one on the island of Iona, the other north of the 

Tay estuary, at Farnell, Angus. The high crosses and cross fragments on the island of 

Iona are well known to students of early medieval sculpture. Only the fragmentary 

St Matthew’s Cross, however bears the Adam and Eve scene (Plate 4-76). 

  

 

Plate 4-75: West portal doors, Monreale Cathderal, Italy, AD 1185,  
© Index of Christian Art, Princeton University 

 

Plate 4-76: Cross shaft, 
St Matthew’s Cross, Iona, Scotland, 
Courtesy of J.Hawkes/E. Alexander 

 

Plate 4-77: Detail, cross shaft, St Matthew's Cross, 
Iona, Scotland, Courtesy of J.Hawkes/E. Alexander 
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It is considerably damaged on the left side which has all but erased the figure of Eve 

(Plate 4-77). The tree, with one of its overhanging branches, and the right hand 

figure of Adam, covering his nakedness with both hands in a cross-like fashion, are 

thankfully still identifiable. This panel is remarkably similar in composition and 

detail to the A&E panel of the Broken Cross at Kells (Plate 4-78, Plate 4-79), erosion 

notwithstanding. 

 

 

The posture of Adam is almost identical in both panels: while his upper body is 

facing the viewer and his feet are placed flat on the surface, the flex of his knees 

suggest movement. In both panels the trunk is forked. Minor differences are visible 

between the branch structure, foliage and fruit distribution but the treatment of 

the serpent’s tail, which winds around the roots of the tree before rising upwards, is 

closely comparable. The last shared element is a small feature where the two 

branches split. Barely visible in the Kells panel, this feature resembles a bundle of 

three branches tied together at mid-point, each branch carrying a leaf or fruit at its 

tip. However, while it is important to note the similarities between these 

geographically diverse scenes, they are not surprising given that both Kells and Iona 

are Columban monasteries. 

The Adam and Eve scene at Farnell occurs on a cross slab (Plate 4-80). The 

lower third, of what is considered to be the reverse side of the slab, features two 

clothed figures beneath a tree with eight upright branches, each one terminating in 

 

Plate 4-78: Broken Cross, Kells, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.328 

 

Plate 4-79: Cross shaft, St Matthew's Cross, Iona, 
Courtesy of J.Hawkes/E. Alexander 
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what appears to be a round fruit. Despite the surface erosion, the serpent can be 

identified coiling around the trunk in an anti-clockwise rotation with its head 

emerging above the right hand figure. The figures are flanked by two enormous 

downwards facing serpents, whereas above them is a ringed, equal armed cross. 

  

 

The Fall scene here can be compared to the A&E panel at Donaghmore, Co. Down 

(A composite cross that was re-erected in 1891 from fragments of two different 

crosses.114)  

 

                                                      
114 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 61. 

 

Plate 4-80: Farnell slab, Angus, Scotland, 
© canmore.org.uk 

 

Plate 4-81: Detail, Farnell slab, Angus, Scotland, 
© canmore.org.uk 

 

Plate 4-82: Panel and rubbing, Donaghmore, 
Co. Down 

 

Plate 4-83: Detail cross slab, Farnell, 
Scotland, ©canmore.org.uk 
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Artistically-speaking, the branches at Donaghmore have neither the symmetry nor 

even-spacing of the branches of the Farnell tree, have palmately-lobed leaves 

instead of the round fruits, and the figures have the oversized heads and long chins 

typical of Irish art of this period. Nevertheless, the pair of serpents that laterally 

frame the A&E scene at Farnell may derive from the same glossary of symbols as 

the vertical feature in the branches of the Donaghmore tree: the absence of the 

serpent coiling around the trunk on the Donaghmore panel, coupled with the fact 

that, as we have seen, it is the only example in the Irish corpus to have this 

unidentified vertical feature, suggests that it too may represent a downwards-facing 

serpent.  

The Adam-and-Eve-scene on the cross-shaft fragment incorporated into the 

wall of the choir vestry of the Church of the Holy Trinity at Eccleshall, Staffordshire 

(Plate 4-84), is considered to be an Anglo-Saxon production.115 Surface erosion has 

destroyed some of the finer details, but the overall composition is fairly legible and 

comprises two figures, either side of a tree, facing one another. Their knees are 

bent, and the figure on the left is holding something in his/her right arm near to its 

face. The trunk of the tree consists of two parallel lines, which continue to form a 

crown of interlaced branches above the figures’ heads. It is difficult to ascertain if a 

serpent was once part of this scene. 

                                                      
115 "Staffordshire Historic Environment Record (SHER)," Staffordshire County Council, Web. 
14/01/2016. 

 

Plate 4-84: Cross shaft, Eccleshall, Staffordshire, Courtesy of E. Alexander 
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Cross-pollination or common source may explain the comparison that exists 

between Eccleshall and the A&E panels at Boho and Drumcliff. The trunk of the 

Eccleshall shaft is made of parallel lines that appear to be rising straight from the 

ground and do not feature the two lobed tree roots that are clearly visible in the 

Boho panel. 

 

 

These parallel trunk lines travel towards the crown, where they are interrupted by a 

circular detail that seems to portray the Forbidden Fruit as it is exchanged between 

the two figures, and thence upwards to form part of the crown. While the advanced 

erosion on both the cross shaft at Eccleshall and the panel at Boho does not allow 

the complete design of their crowns to be retraced, the same four looped branches 

appear at the top of both (Plate 4-87, Plate 4-88). 

 

 

Plate 4-85: Cross shaft, Eccleshall, 
Staffordshire, 

Courtesy of E. Alexander 

 

Plate 4-86: Panel/rubbing, Boho 
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The apparent absence of a serpent on the Eccleshall shaft leaves plenty of space for 

the figures of Adam and Eve in an otherwise quite tightly-packed field. The figures 

adopt the familiar semi-profile posture, with knees bent as sharply as they are at 

Lisnaskea. The fact that the Irish comparanda are otherwise so closely related and 

are a mere distance of 35 km apart from one another seems to reinforce the case 

that the sculptor of Eccleshall may have taken inspiration from the makers of the 

two Irish crosses. 

The tableau on the cross shaft at St Mary’s Church in Newent, 

Gloucestershire,116 is much more legible (Plate 4-89). The Adam and Eve scene 

forms the main feature of this shaft, stretching over the whole length of its broad 

face.  

 

                                                      
116Ibid. 

 

Plate 4-87: Detail, cross shaft, Eccleshall, 
original photo: Courtesy of E. Alexander 

 

Plate 4-88: Detail, Boho 
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Two figures standing on either side of the trunk. They are quite static, facing the 

viewer frontally with straightened legs. The figure on the viewer’s right is Eve, as 

she is receiving the fruit from the serpent in her left hand, albeit over her right 

shoulder. It is difficult to ascertain her right arm. The trunk of the tree is presented 

in the form of a cornet; a shape, reminiscent of a cornucopia; from which two 

curved branches emanate to form the crown of the tree. The right hand branch also 

ends in a smaller cornet from which, inter alia, a Latin cross arises. A five-leafed 

plant grows beside Adam’s legs. 

The portrayal of the Fall on the high cross shaft in the Breedon Priory at 

Breedon-on-Hill, Leicestershire (Plate 4-90), a Saxon minster dating to between the 

eighth and tenth century, is manifestly less accomplished artistically.117 Situated on 

the lower part of the shaft; and fragmentary; here the figures seem to be in the act 

of plucking the fruit from the branches. The bodies of the figures are poorly 

preserved, as are the branches of the tree, but it is still possible to identify one 

upwards-growing fruit on one of the right side branches. The serpent is coiled 

around the trunk in an anti-clockwise motion, but instead of facing the figures, is 

pointing straight upwards, thus appearing above the bent branches of the tree.  

                                                      
117Ibid. 

 

Plate 4-89: Cross shaft, Newent, Gloucestershire, 
Courtesy of J.Hawkes/E. Alexander 

 

Plate 4-90: Cross shaft, Breedon-on-Hill, Leicestershire, 
Courtesy of J.Hawkes/E. Alexander 
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The practice of arranging the branches of the Tree of Knowledge artistically around 

Adam and Eve is a characteristic feature from the earliest images of the Fall. 

The Insular response is no different, and the symmetry of two branches overarching 

the two human figures of Adam and Eve is followed quite slavishly with, in the case 

of early medieval Irish sculpture, one notable exception, namely the A&E panel on 

the cross on Galloon Island, Lough Erne, Co. Fermanagh, which like the tree on the 

slab from the Breedon-on-Hill, overarches each figure with three branches. 

  

 

While it may be relevant that the only surviving fruit on the Breedon-on-Hill slab is 

in an upright position as encountered on some of the Irish A&E panels, in other 

respects the renditions are quite different. Adam and Eve adopt completely 

different postures to their Irish counterparts; both are captured in the process of 

plucking the fruit from the branches over their heads; and the serpent’s head is not 

pointed towards Eve, as in the Irish A&E panels, but emerges at the top of the tree 

between the uppermost branches. 

 

 

Plate 4-91: Cross slab, the Story of the Fall in lower half, Breedon-on-Hill, Leicestershire, 
Courtesy of J.Hawkes/E. Alexander 
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These examples reveal some common ground, possibly a common substratum of 

artistic and semiotic convention, as well as local distinctiveness. At a finer grain, 

comparanda at the level of the execution of particular motifs reveal even closer 

interaction and exchange. One example is the spiral-scroll tendril with a lobed leaf, 

which occurs on the east face of the Dupplin Cross, Perthshire (Plate 4-95), on the 

A&E panel on the Durrow high cross (Plate 4-96), and in a more complex form on 

the high cross at Drumcliff. 

 

 

Plate 4-92: Rubbing, 
Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-93: Market Cross, Lisnaskea, 
Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-94: Eccleshall, 
Staffordshire,  

Courtesy of E. Alexander 

 

Plate 4-95: Highlighted vine-scroll detail, east face, 
Dupplin Cross, Perthshire, © britainexpress.com 

 

Plate 4-96: Rubbing, Durrow, Co. Offaly 
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As I. Henderson has pointed out, the prominent position of the vine-scroll on the 

Dupplin Cross is unique in a Pictish context and unparalleled among sculpture 

pertaining to the broader Iona school.118 Its occurrence, as pointed out in the 

previous chapter, is equally rare on Irish high crosses and only comprises two 

examples so far; on the east face of the Duleek cross, and the south face of 

Muiredach’s Cross. However, given that the vine-scroll can represent the Tree of 

Life, and given also the connection established between the Tree of Life and the 

Cross, it is not inappropriate in the context of multivalency that the spiral-scroll 

tendrils of the Dupplin Cross are replicated in the crown of the Tree of Knowledge 

on the high crosses at Durrow (Plate 4-96). Durrow is the only cross to portray the 

crown of the Tree of Knowledge with double spiral-scroll tendrils, each featuring a 

lobed leaf. As was suggested earlier regarding the lozenge-shape formed by the 

exchange of the fruit, here too the closed loop connecting a Paradisal phenomenon 

and the crucifixion is unlikely to be merely fortuitous. 

Dating the Dupplin Cross to the first quarter of the ninth century,119 and 

Durrow to between the mid-ninth to early tenth century,120 allows the possibility 

that Durrow drew some of its inspiration, directly or indirectly, from Dupplin, 

getting around the conundrum of the fruit by adding two hanging branches over the 

figures of Adam and Eve. 

These few examples expose the general artistic similitude and exchange that 

existed between Ireland and Britain during the early medieval period. What is also 

emerging is that their respective apocryphal traditions in form of the 

Saltair na Rann and the Genesis B text, and particularly the nature of the Tree of 

Knowledge which differed considerably between these two poems, did not in any 

way affect how these trees were portrayed, or the overall composition of the scene 

of the Fall. These ‘finer’ details were left to the interpretation of the readers. 

 

                                                      
118 Isabel Henderson, "The Dupplin Cross: A Preliminary Consideration of its Art-Historical Context," 
in Northumbria's Golden Age, ed., J. Hawkes, et al. (Stroud, England: Sutton, 1999), 168. 
119 Ibid., 163. 
120 Stalley, "Artistic Identity and the Irish Scripture Crosses," 155-6. 
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4.8.9 Developmental analysis of Irish A&E typology 

Intriguing though they may be, comparisons that exist between Irish, British and 

continental renditions of the Fall are of only limited value if the chronology does 

not allow for the possibility of genuine relationships between different instances. 

Whereas the earliest paintings of the Fall can be dated generally to the third and 

fourth century, the earliest Insular depictions are thought to date from the tenth 

century. 

Irish scriptural crosses are generally arranged into two groups, either side of 

the twelfth century. The earlier crosses present Biblical scenes from both the Old 

and New Testament, while, with a few exceptions, later crosses tend to concentrate 

on the Crucifixion and Christ as bishop or abbot.121 The earlier crosses have been 

further arranged into regional groups according to their iconographical 

programmes.122 Focusing on just one panel, such as is the case here, is a 

methodology that can yield interesting results, and even inform dating. It is beyond 

the scope of this thesis to comment on the dating, relative or otherwise, of every 

cross that has an A&E panel but the approach encourages a fresh look at the 

relationships between crosses. The commentary that follows focuses, therefore, on 

the relative positions of Boho, Co. Fermanagh, Drumcliff, Co. Sligo, Muiredach’s 

Cross at Monasterboice, Co. Louth, and Durrow, Co. Offaly. Between them they 

sketch out vectors of influence not previously considered in the dissemination of 

styles and conventions associated with early medieval sculpture that may have 

chronological implications as well. 

The theory that the A&E panel of Muiredach’s Cross might have been the 

model for the majority of A&E panels has been mentioned already and merits closer 

examination. Pivotal also is Durrow, which combines the two forms of the crown of 

the Tree of Knowledge.  

 

 

                                                      
121 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 344. 
122 Based on ibid., 337-43. 
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4.8.9.1 The Adam &Eve panels on the crosses at Boho and Drumcliff  

 

 

The high degree of similarity of the A&E panels at Boho and Drumcliff, and 

particularly the distinctive aspect of Adam’s right arm, is noteworthy. However, 

beside the fact that both crosses are positioned geographically at opposite ends of a 

long valley that stretches between Drumcliff Bay and the southern tip of Lower 

Lough Erne, historical references, while giving scant information about both sites in 

the first instance, are silent concerning a possible connection. The Drumcliff cross 

was erected at a monastic site that became associated with St Columcille, but not 

before the eighth century.123 St Faber (Ir. Fedbair) is credited with the foundation of 

a monastery or nunnery at Toneel North, Co. Fermanagh, the townland of the Boho 

                                                      
123 Anthony Candon, "Drumcliff, County Sligo," in The Modern Traveller to our Past: Festschrift in 
Honour of Ann Hamlin, ed., M. Meek (Belfast: DPK, 2006), 70-1. Also Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 
70. 

 

Plate 4-97: Rubbing, Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-98: Rubbing, Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 
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cross,124 but no further clues exist as to its monastic history and there is no 

documentary connection with the Columban familia.  

Comparative analysis of the crosses is confined to their respective shafts, as 

only the cross shaft and an arm fragment survives at Boho, and the cross at 

Drumcliff is considered to be a composite cross; its cross head may be a replica or 

even belong to another cross.125 

 

 

General decorative similarities are observable on both crosses, notably the use of 

circular, narrow-ribbon interlace and various forms of spiral interlace on the faces 

and sides, and the fact that figures are confined to the broad faces of both crosses. 

There are no frames separating the fields, instead, the decorated surfaces are 

framed in their entirety by pellet and rolled moulding in the case of the Drumcliff 

cross, and rolled moulding in the case of Boho. Both crosses have deep and 

corresponding holes on their narrow sides, square in the case of the Drumcliff cross 

                                                      
124 Colm Donnelly, Philip MacDonald et al., "Excavation at Boho High Cross, Toneel North, County 
Fermanagh," in The Modern Traveller to our Past: Festschrift in Honour of Ann Hamlin, ed., M. Meek 
(Belfast: DPK, 2006), 150. 
125 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 70. 

 

Plate 4-99: Cross shaft, Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Plate 4-100: High cross, Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 
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(Plate 4-101) and round on the Boho cross (Plate 4-102). Harbison has suggested 

that the holes at Drumcliff, represents “a mortise-hole for the planned horizontal 

tie-piece for the arm support”126. It is hard to envisage such an arrangement and 

curious, to say the least, that such a mechanism is not evidenced on crosses with far 

larger, heavier-heads.  

  

 

While these similarities speak to a common conception and probable 

contemporaneity, as mentioned already, it seems unlikely, based on the A&E scenes 

alone, that the crosses were the work of one artist. As we have seen, however, 

aspects of the A&E scene at Boho, specifically the arrangement of the branches of 

the Tree of Knowledge, compare favourably to the tree in the depiction of the Fall 

at both Lisnaskea and Eccleshall, Staffordshire, while the postures of the figures of 

Adam and Eve at Lisnaskea closely resembles those on Muiredach’s Cross. Tenuous 

                                                      
126 Ibid., 71. 

 

Plate 4-101: South-west side, high cross, 
Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

Plate 4-102: South-west side, cross shaft, 
Boho, Co. Fermanagh 
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though they may be, these reveal artistic vectors heretofore unrecorded. Whether 

the fusion at Durrow of aspects of the A&E panels at Drumcliff and Muiredach’s 

Cross arise from an associated vector of communication and dissemination remains 

to be seen.  

 

4.8.9.2 The A&E panels on Muiredach’s Cross and Durrow 

 

 

Monasterboice, the monastic site on which Muiredach’s Cross still stands in its 

original position, is considered to be one of the most important high cross sites in 

Ireland. Beside Muiredach’s Cross, also referred to as the South Cross, another 

complete high cross, the West Cross, and two further fragmentary cross pieces 

remain on this site. Two further fragments are now housed in the National Museum 

in Dublin.127 Muiredach’s cross is the first one encountered when visiting the site 

today. Made of sandstone, it measures 5.20m in height (including its base) and 

2.14m across its arms.128 It is in an exceptional state of preservation and boasts not 

only one of the densest iconographical programmes (not all of the figurative scenes 

                                                      
127 Ibid., 139. 
128 Ibid., 139ff. 

 

Plate 4-103: Muiredach's Cross, Monasterboice, Co. Louth 
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have been identified conclusively)129 but also the most highly accomplished 

figurative and abstract decorations in the corpus of the Irish high crosses.130 The 

cross acquired its name from an inscription on the lowermost panel on the west 

face, reading: 

 

O R DO MUIREDACH LAS NDERN(A)D (I) CRO(SSA)131 

Prayer for Muiredach who had the cross erected. 

 

 

It is not known to whom the inscription refers (and which is also considered to be 

the date of the erection of the cross): one of the two historically attested abbots of 

that name, Muiredach mac Domhnall, abbot-elect of Armagh and steward of the 

Southern Uí Néill who died in AD 922, the abbot whose obit is recorded in AD 844, 

                                                      
129 Ibid., 140-6. 
130 Ibid., 139ff.; Helen M. Roe, Monasterboice and its Monuments, (Dundalk: County Louth 
Archaeological and Historical Society, 2003), 27. 
131 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 364. 
132 Ibid.,3. 

 

Plate 4-104: Inscription, west face, Muiredach's Cross, Monasterboice, Co. Louth 

 

Plate 4-105: As above for better clarity, after Harbison, vol. 3,132 fig. 1020 
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or Muiredach mac Cathail (ob. AD 867) who was king of this territory.133 Between 

them these three possibilities alone create a bracket of almost ninety years, from 

the middle of the ninth and the first quarter of the tenth century. Moreover, several 

scholars have commented on the placement of the lines which, weaving around two 

cats, appear secondary. For a monastery of such obvious standing, there is a 

comparative dearth of documentary references134 and none that sheds further light 

on the possible dates of the cross(es) which can only be approached on the basis of 

art-historical analysis and their relative positions in a corpus that suffers greatly 

from a lack of fixed chronological points.  

 

 

Whatever about its date, the exceptional craftsmanship on display here is 

universally acknowledged, prompting Stalley to remark: 

 

                                                      
133 Ibid.,1, 364, 367; Stalley, "Artistic Identity and the Irish Scripture Crosses," 162; Roe, 
Monasterboice, 29; M844.1, M922.3, "Annals of the Four Masters," CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts, 
http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T100005A/. 
134 Roe, Monasterboice, 8ff. 

 

Plate 4-106: Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, 
Co. Louth 

 

Plate 4-107: Round tower, site of 
Monasterboice, Co. Louth 
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In the early years of the tenth century, Irish stone carving was dominated by 

the activities of one remarkably gifted craftsman, unrivalled in Europe at the 

time. It was this individual who carved the great crosses at Monasterboice 

and who, for ease of reference, might be dubbed the ‘Muiredach Master’.135 

  

The identity of Stalley’s136 master, whose sole surviving pieces are the two crosses 

at Monasterboice, is not definitive. Harbison, as we have seen, opines that a 

workshop from the Carolingian court of Charles the Bald came to Ireland to work on 

the crosses.137 Thus, where Harbison sees direct involvement, Stalley sees evidence 

of refraction through an Insular lens.138 The important point is that they are ad idem 

on the question of the superiority of the workmanship of Monasterboice in the Irish 

corpus. 

It is always difficult to know where to place anonymous and ostensibly 

undated works of such calibre. Are they the apogee of a cross-generational oeuvre, 

or flashes of rare genius that establish new standards which were copied inexpertly 

by less sublimely gifted craftsmen? Regardless, whether it is Stalley’s local genius or 

Harbison’s visiting international master, the sculpture displays thoroughly 

international artistic sensibilities which are almost more at home in the Renaissance 

than in late Antiquity and the early middle ages. It stands to reason, therefore, that 

others would have been inspired, directed even, to reproduce this effect, if not 

standard, and this is perhaps how we should read the manner in which the figures 

at Lisnaskea, for instance, are presented: the artistry has been studied but the 

execution is, relatively speaking, poor. Subjective as all such schema are, here it is 

argued that the A&E panel ―and undoubtedly others as well which are beyond the 

range of this thesis― on Muiredach’s cross is identifiably the model behind other 

depictions, perhaps even the majority, of the Fall in Irish sculpture. 

                                                      
135 David H. Greene, "Irish Medieval Sculpture: The Art of the High Cross," in Medieval Studies in 
Honor of Lillian Herlands Hornstein, ed., Jess B. jr Bessinger, et al. (New York: New York University 
Press, 1976), 1. 
136 Roger A. Stalley, "Irish Sculpture of the Early Tenth Century and the Work of the 'Muiredach 
Master': Problems of Identification and Meaning," Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy 114C 
(2013): 153-166. 
137 Peter Harbison, "A High Cross Base from the Rock of Cashel and a Historical Reconsideration of 
the 'Ahenny Group' of Crosses," ibid.93C (1993): 145. 
138 Greene, "Irish medieval sculpture," 1. 
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The A&E panel on Muiredach’s Cross is the lowermost panel on the east face of the 

cross, and belongs to the category of split panels, meaning that it shares the space 

with the depiction of Cain slaying Abel (to the right of Adam and Eve, from the 

viewer’s perspective), framed together in one roll-edge moulding. Carved in deep 

false-relief, the scenes appear almost three-dimensional, with Adam to the viewer’s 

right and Eve to the left, facing each other either side of the Tree of Knowledge. 

Every element of this scene, the natural bend of the tree with its branches full of 

fruit, the well-rounded figures of Adam and Eve, their posture and actions, as well 

as the coiling motion of the serpent achieves a level of representation otherwise 

unknown in the native Irish tradition. Ultimately late Classical in style (but without 

specific precedent), there are, however, features that define this as an Irish piece: 

the bearded Adam (as well as a bearded Cain in the same panel) and the stocky 

roundedness of Adam and Eve,139 all of which are also attributes of the A&E panel 

at Durrow, with its hybrid tree that recalls the trees at Monasterboice and 

Drumcliff. 

When Bede described Durrow as monasterium nobile, a famous monastery, 

in the early eighth century, he might have referred not only to its famous founder, 

but also its status as one of the foremost monastic sites of Ireland at the time. 

It is said to be founded by St Columcille either before his departure to Scotland in 

AD 563 or on a visit from Iona after AD 585.140 The Durrow cross, now housed in the 

nearby Church, is a monolithic sandstone cross measuring 3.16 m in height and 

1.39 m across its arms, which sits on a trapezoidal base of 1.30 m by 1.10 m at 

ground level and 0.58 m in height.141 It is reasonable well preserved, although its 

upper parts suffers badly from weather damages. Its erection can be tentatively 

placed to the middle of the ninth century due to its fragmentary inscriptions on the 

west face and north side of the plinth. These might refer to Soergus Mac Ciannaoth, 

the abbot of Durrow, whose death is listed in the year 835 in the Annals of Ulster.142 

 

                                                      
139 Susanne L. McNab, "Early Irish Sculpture," Irish Arts Review Yearbook  (1990/91): 165. 
140 Bernard Meehan, The Book of Durrow: A Medieval Masterpiece at Trinity College Dublin, (R. 
Rinehart, 1996), 11. 
141 Harbison, High Crosses, vol. 1, 79. 
142 Ibid., 359. 
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Plate 4-108: West face, Durrow, Co. Offaly 

 

Comparing the posture and execution of the figures suggests that the A&E panel on 

Muiredach’s cross served as a blueprint for Durrow, but in its execution mirror-

symmetry and geometric perfection are proxies for artistic flair. 

 

 

Plate 4-109: Durrow, Co. Offaly 

 

Plate 4-110: Rubbing, Durrow, Co. Offaly 
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The fluidity and motion of the Monasterboice piece is reduced to a considerably 

more rigid composition, the branches have lost their natural ‘flow’, and the trunk 

has become a pole-like line of axis. The slavish pursuit of symmetry has also 

determined an even number and unnaturally regular distribution of fruits on the 

drooping branches above and behind the backs of the figures, as well as in the 

upper half of the crown. The fruit is now shared equally by both Adam and Eve, 

resulting, as previously noted, in a central, lozenge-shaped feature formed by the 

position of Adam’s and Eve’s hands. The symmetry is unmistakable in the crown of 

the tree but is revealed in all its thoroughness when the figures of Adam and Eve 

are superimposed onto one another (Plate 4-111), producing an almost complete 

mirror-image. 

 

 

This level of symmetry is not confined to the Durrow panel, but is also evident on 

several other A&E panels, such as on the Kinnitty Cross, Co. Offaly, Castledermot, 

Co. Kildare, Ullard, Co. Kilkenny and possible also at Oldcourt, Co. Wicklow.  

In the case of the A&E panel of the Kinnity Cross however, it is not only 

symmetry that it shares with the Durrow panels. Possible connections between 

these crosses may contribute to throw some more light onto the difficult question 

 

Plate 4-111: Mirror-symmetry, rubbing, Durrow, Co. Offaly 
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of a developmental sequence of some of the crosses, and perhaps even dating. 

However, addressing this and also other concerns in the Discussion chapter, there 

exists another form of the ‘tree of knowledge’ on the Irish High crosses, which will 

be explored in the following section.  

 

4.8.10 The flowering rod in the Last Judgement scene 

Aside from the Tree of Knowledge in the Story of the Fall, the flowering rod in the 

Last Judgement scenes can, in the Irish context, equally be read as a ‘tree of 

knowledge’. 

Traditionally, the depiction of a flowering rod is associated with the 

miraculous flowering and fruiting of Aaron’s rod. It was a sign for the Children of 

Israel that he and his house, the Levites, were chosen by God to be priests of Israel 

and the keeper of the tabernacle (Numbers 17:1-10). As a motif, it was also 

transferred to the Coming of Christ, in the Virgin Mary ‘blossoming’ and ‘bearing 

fruit’ without preconception, AND His Resurrection and Second Coming as the Judge 

of the world. Last Judgement scenes are therefore depicted with Christ holding a 

cross-staff, which is often referred to as the Cross of Resurrection. 

Harbison identified ten high crosses that portray this particular scene in the 

Irish corpus. At this point in time, however, this number is reduced to only four 

crosses on which this scene is still identifiable: the Cross of the Scriptures, 

Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly, Durrow, Co. Offaly, Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, 

Co. Louth, and Termonfeckin, Co. Louth. 
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Plate 4-112: Cross of the Scriptures, east face, 
Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly, 

after Harbison, vol.2, fig.134 

 

Plate 4-113: East face, Durrow, Co. Offaly 

 

The posture of Christ is identical on all four crosses: wearing a long garment, he 

stands erect in the middle of the cross-head with a cross-staff leaning on his left 

shoulder and a flowering rod or sceptre, consisting of a double spiral, over his right. 

The form of the double spiral is quite pronounced on three crosses, whereas its 

execution on the Cross of the Scriptures (Plate 4-112) appears rather flat. 

 

 

Plate 4-114: Muiredach's Cross, east face, 
Monasterboice, Co. Louth 

 

Plate 4-115: East face, Termonfeckin, Co. Louth,  
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.587 
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The addition of the flowering rod is a marker that distinguishes the Irish 

Last Judgement scenes from those of the Adventus, which only contain the Cross of 

Resurrection.143 Yet, the existence of both the flowering rod and the cross-staff in 

the same scene is not unusual. It also appears in the portrait of St Luke in the 

Lichtfield Gospels (Plate 4-116), where the flowering rod is interpreted as referring 

to the flowering staff of Aaron, symbol of Jewish priesthood. Henderson, citing 

Bede, argued that the scene symbolises a coherent message of Jewish beginnings 

and Christian triumph, as the Gospel of Luke starts with the ministry of Zacharias, 

father of St John, represented by the flowering rod, while the cross-staff, the 

symbol for the Resurrection and Ascension of Christ, expresses the exultations of 

the Apostles at the Temple of Jerusalem after witnessing the event.144 

Considering that we are looking at an Irish high cross scene, however, the 

multivalency of such an object as the flowering rod or sceptre allows another 

association beside that of the staff of Moses. Among the many images of Christ, as 

the Perfect Monk, Heroic Christ, Christ the Wonder-Worker, and Christ the Judge, 

which were favoured by Irish Christians,145 the latter image must have struck a 

particular chord. Consequently, the flowering rod might be the representation of 

the pre-Christian Irish rod of kingship, the slat na ríhe (Chapter 2). While textual 

references to the rod of kingship only occur from the end of the twelfth century 

onwards, the practice itself may have had a long history by that time, making this 

interpretation conceivable. The symbol of the flowering sceptre would have been 

one method used by Irish Christians to associate pre-Christian ‘paraphernalia’ and 

traditions associated with Irish kingship with the figure of Christ. 

 

                                                      
143 Ibid., 297. 
144 Henderson, From Durrow to Kells, 124; Michael W. Herren and Shirley Ann Brown, Christ in Celtic 
Christianity: Britain and Ireland from the Fifth to the Tenth Century (Boydell Press, 2002). 264. 
145 Herren and Brown, Christ in Celtic Christianity: 137. 
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Plate 4-116: Portrait of St Luke, St Chad Gospels, 
© Lichfield.ou.edu 

 

While scholars have searched in vain for a Near Eastern progenitor for the Tree of 

Knowledge,146 it is interesting to note that the only tradition of trees conferring 

knowledge known to the writer is this particular inauguration ceremony using the 

slat na ríhe. While in a sense it is a tree of knowledge, it is unlikely that this strand 

of Irish tradition, mythology and lore owes its ancestry to the Old Testament; it is 

equally unlikely that Irish mythology contributed to this Biblical motif. 

 

 

 

                                                      
146 Childs, "Tree of Knowledge, Tree of Life," 695. 
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4.9 Concluding remarks 

The binary union of the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge is characterised by 

contrasting concepts: death and life; a difference in their ancestries, and their 

symbolic univalency/multivalency. Death is not the central motif of the Tree of 

Knowledge, but the tree and its Forbidden Fruit primarily facilitated the expulsion of 

Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden with the consequential loss of their 

immortality. Thus, death becomes associated with the Tree of Knowledge, in 

contrast to the Tree of Life which, through Christ’s sacrifice, can be associated with 

Redemption and eternal life. While both trees are of Jewish decent, the roots of the 

Tree of Knowledge are not easy to trace, in contrast to the origins of the Tree of 

Life, which are firmly established in sacred tree traditions.  

The artistic expression of the Tree of Knowledge is clearly defined by its 

description in Gen. 3:1-7 as a single, non-specific tree. Its representation is confined 

within the scene of the Story of the Fall which, with some exceptions, is commonly 

shown as a conflated motif of the story; it always appears in conjunction with the 

figures of Adam and Eve and the serpent. Thus, its univalency is notably contrasted 

by the multivalency of the Tree of Life’s symbolism. 

As the species of the Tree of Knowledge is not revealed in the text it is 

conceivable that iconographers drew from deeply inherited and culturally defined 

native traditions. Thus, olive tree and grape vine seem to belong to Jewish 

representations, while Greek and also early Christian images feature the fig tree.147 

The apple, as a representation of the Forbidden Fruit, may belong to a later 

development that can be identified securely in the Latin West only from the ninth 

century onwards, specifically in the Carolingian Empire. Classical mythological 

stories and their artistic portrayal, such as The golden apples of the Hesperides from 

the Herculean cycle, as well as a wordplay on mālus, apple, and malus, bad or evil, 

may have facilitated this process.  

The present study of the representations of the Tree of Knowledge on the 

A&E panels of the Irish high crosses has demonstrated that of the two forms 

depicting the crown of the tree, the hanging, fruit-laden branches predominate. 

                                                      
147 Snyder, "Jan van Eyck and Adam's Apple," 511. 
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However, with the exception of only one example (Donaghmore, Co. Down, not 

counting Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh, as this may be an architectural piece) the Irish 

renditions of the Tree of Knowledge are of abstract style, in contrast to 

contemporary European depictions which portray the tree in a naturalistic manner 

and with upright branches. The few available British examples seem to occupy an 

intermediate position, offering a quasi-natural portrayal of the tree. Thus, a 

tentative path of progression can be charted; from the naturalistic European, to the 

quasi-natural British, on to the abstract Irish representations of the tree, uncovering 

in the process the existence of some common ground of artistic and semiotic 

conventions between Britain and Ireland. This also suggests that Irish forms of the 

Tree of Knowledge appear not to have been guided by European models. 

Furthermore, the identification of the two forms of the tree revealed 

connections and vectors of influence not previously seen between some of the high 

crosses. Muiredach’s Cross at Monasterboice appears to have played a seminal role 

in the dissemination of the Hanging Branch form of the tree and the style of the 

A&E scene, and thus in the Scripture Cross series in general. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 

5.1 The Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge in Early Medieval Irish Art and 
iconography 

 

No study of the artistic representations of the Biblical trees in Ireland can be 

reasonably divorced from pre-Christian Irish sacred tree traditions, particularly as 

the cult of trees was exceptionally rich and diverse in its expressions compared to 

elsewhere in Europe.1 The hypothesis tested here is that this richness must have 

affected the ways in which the concept of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge 

were received, notwithstanding that pre-Christian Irish sacred tree traditions are 

elusive in terms of their artistic expression. The hints of vegetal art occurring on 

native aniconic stones like the Turoe Stone, Co. Galway, and the Castlestrange 

Stone, Co. Roscommon, as well as on Irish sword scabbards, dating to between 

300 BC and AD 100, whose decorations consist of continuous, sinuous wave 

patterns that are characteristic of the vegetal motif of La Tène art, suggests that 

vegetation was to the foreground of pre-Christian sacral art and symbolism for 

generations before conversion. 

 

 

Plate 5-1: Turoe Stone, Co. Galway, 
1st c. BC-AD, © Kelticos.org 

 

Plate 5-2: Castlestrange Stone, Co. Roscommon, 
c. 200 BC - 1st c. AD, © Kelticos.org 

 

                                                      
1 McCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Irish Literature, 1. 
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It must be remembered that the ultimate source for the renewal of life is often 

attributed to the divine, and thus features in the cosmologies of many ancient 

cultures. Consequently, the plant kingdom, seasonal and ostensibly spontaneously 

reproductive in nature, offers a glossary of symbols of regeneration, possibly even 

more so than the animal kingdom. More than mere symbols, trees imbued with  

divine power are marked by their ability to regenerate life, which manifests itself in 

a cyclical life-rhythm; a periodic and seemingly never-ending revolution,2 and the 

artistic declaration of this life-giving force is appropriately expressed in the vegetal 

style. Consequently, the sacred tree, by virtue of its power to renew life, was, ipso 

facto, a ‘tree of life’ (either as life-giver or symbol of life) and as such is, as we have 

seen, also an intrinsic part of Irish sacred tree traditions. 

A potent and enduring symbol to be sure, a recent study has shown that 

‘Military’ Style art occurring in Britain and Ireland, and dating to between AD 300 

and AD 500, derived from Later Roman provincial art, and uses a mixture of evolved 

classical, geometric and vegetal motifs.3 Accordingly, by the time the Tree of Life 

and Tree of Knowledge entered the Insular lexicon, there already existed an 

audience familiar with the concept of the Sacrality of trees, and possessing the 

artistic savoir-faire to render sacred art in the vegetal style. The beginnings of a very 

tentative path, comprising so far only a handful of stepping-stones, may thus be 

drawn from La Tène sword scabbards and the Turoe and Castlestrange stones, to 

late antique metalwork decorated in the so-called ‘Military’ Style, tracing continuity 

of sacred art in which vegetal motifs may play a central role. Enduring traditions 

such as this may explain why the Irish Christian iconographer was not conflicted 

when it came to adapting the native pictorial expressions of sacred trees, elusive as 

they may appear to a modern audience, to illustrate the new Biblical doctrine. As 

elsewhere, such pictorial expressions merged seamlessly with classical stock images 

of the Biblical trees from Late Antiquity. 

 

                                                      
2 Meyers, The Tabernacle Menorah: A Synthetic Study of a Symbol From the Biblical Cult, 95. 
3 Fiona Gavin, "Insular Ornamental Metalwork: 300 - 500 'Military' Style Inspired Art in Ireland and 
Britain" (PhD diss., National University of Ireland, Galway, 2014), 45. 
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Of the two, the Tree of Life developed a far greater range of expression in the canon 

of Christian art not only because of its transition from the Old Testament to the 

New Testament, and the accompanying exegetical thinking behind that transfer, but 

also because it is of far older stock and so came with a long pedigree of artistic 

expression which it was not necessary to shed in order to be compatible with the 

Christian message. But it is much more complicated than that; in addition to the 

large variety of its vegetal forms deriving from popular, contemporary late antique 

decorative motifs, of which the vine and variations thereof predominate, the Cross 

of Crucifixion was also used to symbolise the Tree of Life, and the figure of the 

Risen Christ himself. All three symbols are interchangeable, and yet trees and 

vegetation can be just that, with no higher iconographical purpose or message. Irish 

depictions of the Tree of Life, in those instances where they are clearly identifiable 

as such, are all of Classical qua Late Antique style, in both its abstract and figurative 

forms, which indicates that, in this instance, Mediterranean forms trumped native 

ones, suggesting a very fundamental distinction when it came to representing the 

two Biblical trees, at least from the second-half of the seventh century onwards.  

However, some interesting possibilities arise from Bourke’s4 suggestion 

concerning the iconography of the Clonmore Shrine, a house-shaped reliquary 

found near Clonmore, Co. Armagh, which dates from the seventh century AD. Its 

size, function and design compares closely to seventh century Continental shrines, 

especially those from Beromünster (Switzerland), Tiel (Netherland), and 

Ennabeuren (Germany).5 The decoration of the first two shrines, both of which are 

decorated with plant scrolls, are of particular interest in the context of Tree of Life 

iconography, as these exhibit roundels that contain  a chalice-and-vine motif. In that 

vein, so Bourke argues, it is possible to view the roundel on the upper back plate of 

the Clonmore Shrine as mirroring this Classical design, albeit in Insular style.6 

                                                      
4 Cormac Bourke, "Clonmore and Bobbio: Two Seventh-Century Shrines," Dúchas Néill. Journal of the 
O'Neill Country History Society 14 (2003): 30. 
5 Bourke has oscillated in his views on the dating of this and the closely related Bobbio reliquary. 
Initially he seemed prepared to accept a late sixth to early seventh century date, though more 
recently favours a later seventh century date based primarily on the dating of the Ennabeuren 
reliquary, which shares the same ‘piano’ hinge. See Conor Newman, "Notes on the Bobbio 
reliquary," in L’eredità di San Colombano: memoria e culto attraverso il medioevo, ed., Eleonora 
Destefanis (Presses Universitaires de Rennes, forthcoming).  
6 Bourke, "Clonmore and Bobbio: Two Seventh-Century Shrines," 30. 
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The curvilinear Late Celtic decoration of interlocking spiral scrolls of the shrine bears 

neither interlace nor zoomorphic ornamentation and, so he suggests, may therefore 

reflect some older Insular traditions.7 

The question arises as to whether the spiral scroll in the roundel on the 

Clonmore shrine depicts the Tree of Life. There are strong arguments that it does. 

First and foremost, the shrine is a sacred Christian instrument, and it is to be 

expected that its decorations would have reflected that Sacrality. It is therefore 

probable that the design is not merely decorative, but intended to reflect religious 

concepts, one frequent expression of which is the Tree of Life motif. Secondly, as 

noted above, the two Continental shrines from Beromünster and Tiel contain 

decoration which has been established to be a representation of the Tree of Life. 

Similarly, the shrine held in the Pierpont Morgan Collection in New York carries an 

extravagant chalice and vine motif on one of its narrow sides, while an ‘Anglo-

Saxon’ chrismatory from the Abbey of Moissac is equally decorated with the same 

late antique Tree of Life motif emanating from the chalice. Thus, the spiral in the 

roundel on the upper back of the Clonmore Shrine may be posited as the earliest 

instance of an abstract form of the Tree of Life in Irish Christian art. The suggestion 

is, therefore, that the highly abstract ornament on the Clonmore shrine is styled on 

the curvilinear vegetal images on the continental objects and shares the same 

symbolic register. 

In contrast, depictions of the Tree of Knowledge in Irish art are never as 

abstract: because the tree appears only in the context of the Story of the Fall, its 

representations are always figurative. However, while the arrangement of the scene 

is of typical late antique composition (the Tree of Knowledge with the serpent 

wound around its trunk and the protagonists standing on either side), the 

depictions of the tree are of decidedly Insular character. For example, Muiredach’s 

A&E panel, considered to be the progenitor of the series, contains figures and an 

arrangement which are both clearly derived from early Christian art, but the central 

tree itself is most definitely Insular, lacking any comparanda on the European 

continent. Stalley’s argument that the sculptor of Muiredach’s Cross was Irish, but 

                                                      
7 Ibid. 
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possibly trained on the continent, is supported by the fact that the realism of the 

figures is unprecedented in an Insular context. Another marker that speaks for 

artistic knowledge gained outside the Insular world is perspective, which is almost 

non-existent in Insular art. Indeed, the absence of perspective is one of the features 

that defines Irish art. Nevertheless, what speaks for a native sculptor is the fact that 

Irish artists excelled in fitting complex motifs into tiny spaces, as the panelled 

compositions of motifs on fifth century Irish metalwork demonstrate.8 Although the 

Scripture Crosses offer more physical space to the sculptor, the majority of scenes 

are set in panels, one indication that we are truly dealing here with Insular art. In 

that respect Muiredach’s A&E panel is an outstanding example of this economic use 

of space, demonstrating how the artist is able to convey two crucial Biblical scenes 

in only one panel, as the Fall is sharing a rather restricted space with the scene of 

Cain slaying Abel. Perhaps it is this restriction of space that inspired the artist to 

create a tree with drooping branches. In the confinements of the physical space, the 

branches appropriately and beautifully frame the scene itself, and thus introduce a 

form which, so it is argued, would become the predominant form of the Fall in Irish 

sculpture. 

In summary, the Paradisal trees did not supplant Irish sacred tree traditions 

in full, either artistically or culturally. While it is much more difficult to be definitive 

about their artistic representations, native traditions concerning miraculous trees 

and branches were utilised to convey Christian ideas and values. Thus, for a period 

of almost one thousand years after the introduction of Christianity to Ireland, at 

least some sacred tree traditions and the Biblical trees coexisted, cf. a fifteenth 

century coronation ritual, in which the slat na ríhe (rod of kingship) still played an 

important part.9 Indeed, rag trees, both sporadically emerging in their own right, 

and in connection with sacred/holy wells, demonstrate the survival of these 

traditions until this day. 

An important conclusion is that early Christian Irish representations of the 

Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge motif were influenced by the way they were 

depicted in early Christian Europe. In the case of the Tree of Life, its representations 

                                                      
8 Gavin, "Insular Ornamental Metalwork," 46. 
9 Byrne, Irish Kings and High Kings, 15-16. 
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in Irish art appear to be almost wholly influenced by European traditions, and there 

is scant evidence for any native input into such representations. There may be one 

intriguing exception in the case of the Clonmore Shrine, which, it has been argued, 

displays a representation of the Tree of Life which demonstrates native influence. 

Turning to the Tree of Knowledge, representations of this motif appear only in the 

context of the Story of the Fall. The figures in such depictions as well as the manner 

in which they are arranged are both clearly Classical in origin. In almost all 

instances, however, the tree itself is of uniquely Insular design. As previously 

discussed, the Tree of Knowledge appears in two distinct forms; the Hanging Branch 

form and the Upright Branch form, with the former greatly predominating. That 

both are concurrent is demonstrated by their appearance together by the 

A&E panel on the cross at Durrow.  

Consequently, the Durrow panel occupies a pivotal position in the series of 

the A&E panels, and this prompts several questions. What was the reasoning 

behind the composite crown form? Why did the majority of sculptors decide to 

portray the tree using the Hanging Branch form? Could the function of the cross 

harbour a solution? The cross was not only a theological instrument, but also a 

guide for contemplation and meditation. It also served historical, political and also 

ideological purposes. The rivalry between monastic communities, in particular 

Armagh’s strive for supremacy,10 may have found expression in a very particular 

iconography, as a recent study has argued. Humphrey11 postulated in her doctoral 

thesis that the representations of the Virgin Mary on the Irish high crosses may 

have been influenced by political factors, and varied considerably between those 

crosses that were erected under the patronage of the two largest religious 

communities in Ireland at the time; the Columbans and the Patricians. This might 

provide an interesting starting point to investigate whether the preponderance of 

the Hanging Branch form may represent an act of compliance or affiliation with a 

particular community, or perhaps even an outright statement of dominance. 

                                                      
10 Maire Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of 
Columba, (Oxford: Clarendon press, 1988). 
11 Hayley Humphrey, "Representations of the Virgin Mary on Irish High Crosses: Icons, Narratives and 
Symbols of Power" (PhD diss., National University of Ireland, Galway, 2011). 
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For instance, the monastic site at Durrow, Co. Offaly, founded by St Columcille,12 

and throughout its existence an ecclesiastical ‘stronghold’ of the Columban familia, 

was allied during the majority of its existence with the Southern Uí Néill. By the 

mid-eighth century, Domnall mac Murchada, then High King of Ireland, proclaimed 

the Lex Coluim Cille, thus actively demonstrating an alliance with the Columbans. 

However, whereas Durrow’s monastic history and its association with the secular 

powers of this area are reasonably well documented, historical data for the majority 

of high crosses and their associated sites, or their affiliation with either paruchia, 

are at best sparse. Drumcliff in Co. Sligo, for instance, can be associated with 

St Columcille only from the eighth century onwards. Not much survived of the 

history of the monastery or nunnery at Toneel North, Co. Fermanagh, the townland 

of the Boho cross, and an association with the Columban community cannot be 

established. 

However appealing the hypothesis is regarding a connection between a 

monastic community and the style of the Tree of Knowledge, a quick review 

demonstrates that this is not the case. A&E panels that portray the Hanging Branch 

form (and theoretically should be therefore linked with the Patricians), such as 

Moone, Co. Kildare, and particularly the crosses at Kells, Co. Meath, are all founded 

by the Columban familia and seem to maintain their association with this order 

during their existence. In contrast, Monasterboice’s allegiance seems to have been 

with the Patrician familia, at least by the ninth century, despite suggestions that it 

was claimed initially by the Columbans.13  

Were it not for the composite crown of the Tree of Knowledge on Durrow’s 

A&E panel, the preponderance of the Hanging Branch form could be interpreted as 

the product of a ‘new fashion’ rather than a socio-political statement. It remains the 

case that this is the only instance in which the two forms of the tree appear 

together. The answers to the questions this poses remain elusive. Durrow’s pivotal 

                                                      
12 Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba. 
13 An addendum in the “Early Christian ecclesiastical settlement in Ireland, 5th to 12th centuries” data 
base for Monasterboice states that it was claimed by the Columbans as St Columcille blessed the 
relics of its founder, St Buite. See https://monasticon.celt.dias.ie/showrecord.php?id=4508, accessed 
18/10/2016. However, Roe argues that by the ninth century Monasterboice maintained close 
connections with Armagh. See Roe, Monasterboice, 9.  

https://monasticon.celt.dias.ie/showrecord.php?id=4508
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position within the series of the A&E panels, nevertheless, may at least throw some 

light on the question of the developmental sequence of some of the high crosses. 

 

5.2 Approaches to relative dating of the Kinnity Cross, Durrow Cross and the 
Cross of the Scriptures 

Whereas this study did not set out to engage with on-going debates surrounding 

the relative dates of the Irish high crosses, or potential inter-connections, close 

examination of the Adam and Eve panels has brought to light new evidence 

(as indeed any focused study, including that by Humphrey, might) that merits 

rehearsal here because it speaks to future avenues of research.  

Determining the developmental sequence of high crosses is a complex 

undertaking. This involves iconographical aspects —in this case, the portrayal of the 

Tree of Knowledge and the figures of Adam and Eve— and historical data —vis-à-vis 

inscriptions— relating to several high crosses. While the historical data of the 

majority of crosses are to a large degree missing or are at best debatable, the 

relative dates of the Kinnitty, Durrow and Clonmacnoise (Cross of the Scriptures) 

crosses can be approached art-historically and on the basis of partial inscriptions. 

Starting with the Kinnitty cross, rubbings by Ó Murchadha in 1983 of its 

inscriptions identify its patron as one Máel Sechnaill mac Máele Ruanaid (ob. 862).14 

While the same person may be commemorated on the Durrow cross, the reading is 

speculative, tentative at best.15 The Cross of the Scriptures appears to bear the 

name of Máele Ruanaid’s son Flann Sinna dating it to around AD 916, Kinnitty 

therefore predates the Cross of the Scriptures, but the relative position of the cross 

at Durrow remains unclear. 

An art-historical analysis of the A&E panels at Kinnitty and Durrow seems to 

reveal additional information. Despite the fact that Eve (who is missing her lower 

limbs) appears on the right side of the tree (from the viewer’s perspective) at 

                                                      
14 Liam de Paor, "The High Crosses of Tech Theille (Tihilly), Kinnitty, and Related Sculpture," in 
Figures from the Past: Studies on Figurative Art in Christian Ireland in Honour of Helen M. Roe, ed., E. 
Rynne (Dublin: Glendale Press for the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, 1987), 140. 
15 Domhnall Ó Murchadha and Giollamuire Ó Murchú, "Fragmentary Inscriptions from the West 
Cross at Durrow, the South Cross at Clonmacnois, and the Cross of Kinnitty," The Journal of the Royal 
Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 118 (1988): 58-65. 
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Kinnitty, the respective postures of Adam and Eve is a point of striking comparison 

with the Durrow A&E panel. 

 

 

Both panels feature the lozenge arising from the exchange of the fruit, a round, or 

knot-like feature at the top of the trunk, and two big, round fruits in the corners of 

the panel. Details such as these tend to support the possibility that the two crosses 

are closely related. 

A recent laser scan study of, inter alia, the ‘Christ in the tomb’ panel on the 

Cross of the Scriptures, Co. Offaly, and on the Durrow cross concluded that such is 

the degree of comparability that both crosses may have been the work of the same 

sculptor.16 While the question of date or sequence was not of concern to Daubos 

and Ó Cróinín, closer examination of the panels suggests that the cross at Durrow 

may have been carved first. 

 

                                                      
16 Thierry Daubos and Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, "Comparison of Carved Panels from Two Irish High Crosses 
Using Laser Scans," O3A: Optics for Arts, Architectures and Archaeology II Proceedings of SPIE, Vol. 
7391 (2009). 

 

Plate 5-3: Highlighted details, A&E panel, Kinnitty, 
Co. Offaly, after Harbison, vol.2, fig.99 

 

Plate 5-4: Highlighted details, A&E panel, 
Durrow, Co. Offaly 
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Plate 5-5: Laser scan, Christ in the tomb, 
west face, Durrow, Co. Offaly, 

after Daubos and Ó Cróinín, fig.6 (right)   

 

Plate 5-6: Laser scan, Christ in the tomb, 
west face, Cross of the Scriptures, 

Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly, 
 after Daubos and Ó Cróinín, fig.6 (right) 

 

The figures on the Durrow cross (Plate 5-5) lack the refinement and anatomical 

proportion of the Clonmacnoise panel (Plate 5-6): the length of the arms of the 

soldiers is clearly not in proportion and appears a little too short. In a similar vein, 

the spear heads at Durrow seem excessively broad relative to the size of the 

soldier’s heads, and so dominate the image perhaps more than they ought to. If one 

allows the possibility that the lack of refinement and anatomical proportions of the 

figures of the Durrow panel are not a sign of earlier and therefore less competent 

craftsmanship, but rather a sign of lesser competence in general (without 

chronological implication), it at least demonstrates that both panels are not the 

work of the same sculptor, but are the product of contemporaneous artistic 

influences. 

While the inscriptions of both the Kinnitty Cross, dated to the last third of 

the ninth century, and the Cross of the Scriptures, dated to the second decade of 

the tenth century, provide anchor points in the developmental sequence, the 

relative chronological position of the Durrow cross is still not resolved. What has 

been established so far, is that it must belong to the same narrow time period. 

As the A&E panel at Durrow shows strong stylistic similarities with the panels at 
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Boho, Drumcliff, and most importantly Muiredach’s Cross, it suggests that the latter 

three also belong to the same time period. 

Furthermore, as there are good reasons to believe that the Kinnitty Cross 

was erected sometime around AD 862, and as Muiredach’s Cross may have served 

as a blue-print for the Hanging branch form on other A&E panels, it is likely that 

Muiredach’s Cross predates it. Whatever is the case, Muiredach’s Cross and the 

cross at Durrow are axiomatic in any consideration of the corpus of Adam and Eve 

panels on Irish high crosses. 

 

 

In tracing the influence of Muiredach’s A&E panel it appears that the creation of the 

majority of Scripture crosses, or at least those with an A&E panel, may equally fall 

into this narrow period of time between AD 862 and AD 916, underlining the 

importance of Monasterboice and specifically Muiredach’s Cross. 

 

 

Figure 5-1: Stylistic relationship between some high crosses 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 

The insular status of Ireland presents an opportunity for the study of the 

manifestations of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge, and its progenitor, the 

sacred tree, in a definitive geographical area, which up to now, despite intense 

research in a wide range of disciplines during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries of this topic, was only selectively addressed. Lucas’s important 

study only focused on the sacred trees in Ireland, while international studies of the 

sacred tree tended to skip over, rather too summarily, the Irish evidence, and none 

of them investigated the artistic expressions of the two Biblical trees. In revisiting 

the Irish sacred tree traditions and looking at early Christian representations of the 

Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge and their Irish interpretation, this thesis 

goes some way towards redressing those imbalances. Understanding the sacred 

tree traditions in Ireland helped to appreciate additional cultural textures and 

meanings that may have coloured and enriched the public’s encounter with and 

contemplation of Christian depictions of the two Biblical trees. 

The Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge belong to timeless traditions of 

sacred trees beyond the reach of archaeology. In fact, by the time the veneration of 

trees and their use in religious ritual and ceremony appears in the records, 

considerable complexity and symbolic sophistication has been achieved. Although 

the Tree of Knowledge seems to be largely a Christian device or invention, it is 

beyond any doubt that the Biblical trees acquired ―maybe even appropriated― 

some of the more ancient meanings of sacred trees. Indeed, systematic 

appropriation of the Tree of Life is evident in apocryphal texts that consider the 

wood of the Crucifix. Notwithstanding their doctrinal context and didactic purpose, 

renditions of the Biblical trees were, therefore, informed by much older traditions, 

artistically and in terms of their meaning. 

 

This thesis begins with a reprise of the very rich seam of documentary evidence for 

the sacred tree in pre-Christian Ireland which, again, demands caution as so much 

of it is redacted by Christian monks from the eighth century onwards. Nonetheless, 

these records are particularly wide ranging; from historical accounts to mythology 
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and legal tracts, and are unparalleled in Europe. Legal, historical, mythological and 

legendary texts, as well as connections with the institution of kingship demonstrate 

that the multiple functions of the sacred tree are equally present in Ireland. 

Documentary sources relating to historical kingship, for instance, as well as 

mythology, are redolent of the tripartite function of the king as gardener, guardian 

and symbolic embodiment of the sacred tree. 

Moving on to the Biblical trees, the adoption of the Old Testament from 

Jewish traditions into the Christian canon brought with it the motif of the Tree of 

Life, which still boasted fundamental attributes of the sacred tree motif: centrality 

and immortality (life eternal). Its earliest artistic expressions in Christian art were 

drawn from popular, contemporary Late Antique motifs that were intrinsically 

connected with pre-Christian sacred tree traditions. Primary examples of these are 

the vine-scroll and grapes, as well as Bacchic/Dionysian symbols of rejuvenation and 

immortality. The vine motif most prominently finds reflection in the Johannine 

allegory 15:5. “I am the vine; you the branches,” which asserted the synonymy of 

Tree of Life with Christ himself. His sacrifice on the Cross of Crucifixion, which itself 

is thought to derive from the Tree of Life in the apocryphal Legend of Seth 

traditions, is equally the sacrifice of the Tree of Life. Yet Christ’s Resurrection 

predicated the revival of the wood of the cross/Tree of Life, symbolising the revival 

of all of nature. Artistically, the Resurrection could be depicted using either motif. 

Consequently, the vine emerging from the chalice became an analogue of the 

Risen Christ. 

Turning to the Irish evidence, the sheer volume of references to sacred trees 

in Irish culture creates an expectation of a plethora of depictions, Christian or 

otherwise, which is so far not matched in the archaeological record. Only a small 

number of images definitively identifiable as the Tree of Life (viz. vine-scroll, 

palmette, and the verdant cross) occur in early Christian Irish art, albeit in a broad 

range of media, including vellum, metal and stone. 

While the origins of the Tree of Life in sacred tree traditions are firmly 

established, the roots of the Tree of Knowledge are not so easily traced. Despite its 

transcending potency as a vehicle for the Fall of Humankind, its role in the narrative 

is exhausted within the Garden of Eden, symbolically restricted to one compact 
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message: disobedience and its consequences. The artistic expression of the tree is 

clearly defined by its description in Gen. 3:1.-7. As a single, non-specific tree, it is 

confined within this particular scene and always appears in conjunction with the 

figures of Adam and Eve, and the serpent. Despite its non-specific description 

(intentionally or not, for the Tree of Knowledge might even be its own species), the 

representations of the Tree of Knowledge varied considerably. It is conceivable that 

Christian iconographers drew from deeply inherited and culturally defined native 

traditions. Thus, olive tree and grape vine seem to belong to Jewish 

representations, while Greek and early Christian images feature the fig tree. It is 

interesting to note that the identification of the apple as the Forbidden Fruit in the 

Christian West can be traced to the Carolingian period, and is probably related to a 

renewed interest in Greco-Roman mythology, and in an increased dietary appetite 

for the fruit. 

Unlike representations of the Tree of Life, though sparse, which occur in a 

variety of forms and media in Irish contexts, representations of the Tree of 

Knowledge appear predominantly on high crosses where they arise in depictions of 

the Fall. Here the Tree of Knowledge adopted one of two forms; the Hanging Branch 

form and the Upright Branch form, whereby the former is dominating. With only 

one exception (Donaghmore, Co. Down), the Irish renditions are abstract in style, in 

contrast to contemporary European depictions that, regardless of species, 

portrayed a tree in a naturalistic form and with upright branches. The few British 

examples investigated seem to occupy an intermediate position, and portray the 

tree in a quasi-natural style. It appeared that a possible path of artistic progression 

can be charted; from the naturalistic European, through the quasi-natural British, 

on to the abstract Irish representations of the Tree of Knowledge. Moreover a 

common ground of artistic and semiotic conventions between Britain and Ireland 

can be established. In fact, a case can be made that the form of the Tree of 

Knowledge on the Irish high crosses was not directly guided by European models at 

all. As a result of the identification of the two forms of tree, connections and 

vectors of influence not previously visible between some of the high crosses are 

revealed. Muiredach’s Cross at Monasterboice, for example, appears to have played 

a seminal role in the dissemination of the Hanging Branch form of the tree and the 
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overall style of the A&E scene among the scriptural crosses.  Furthermore, the 

composite crown of the Durrow panel, and its close artistic proximity to that of 

Drumcliff and Boho, demonstrates that both the Hanging Branch form and Upright 

Branch form were coeval. In fact, tracing the influence of Muiredach’s A&E panel 

suggests that the majority of scriptural crosses with A&E panels may date to a 

narrow period of time, revealing the importance that Monasterboice, and 

specifically Muiredach’s Cross, may have held during this period. 

 

6.1 Recommendations for future research 

The results of this study suggest some avenues for further research. With regard to 

the Tree of Life, the paucity of Irish evidence is a sign of the still present invisibility 

of Irish Tree of Life representations, aside from the known expressions of late 

antique origin, as the possible interpretation of the decoration of the Clonmore 

shrine (as well as the Bobbio reliquary) suggests. 

With regard to Tree of Knowledge, it may be worthwhile investigating the 

possible reasons for the overwhelming prevalence of the Hanging Branch form. An 

initial review trying to establish a correlation between branch form and the two 

largest religious paruchia in Ireland, did not detect any evidence. However, 

underlying socio-political, or cultural factors may still have caused the favourable 

position of this particular form. 

In addition, this thesis also demonstrated that focusing on just one panel 

revealed previously unknown connections between individual crosses. As the 

A&E panel on Muiredach’s Cross appears to be the progenitor of the Hanging 

Branch form, further efforts to date this cross would be useful and would be 

invaluable for high cross studies in general. 
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APPENDIX 

 

The Hanging Branch form 

 

 

Arboe, Co. Tyrone, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.31 

 

Armagh, Co. Armagh, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.45 

 

Camus, Co. Derry, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.85 

 

 

Kinnitty Cross, Kinnitty, Co. Offally, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.99 

 

Castledermot, North Cross, Co. Kildare, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.103 

 

Castledermot, South Cross, Co. Kildare, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.107 
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Clones, Co. Tyrone, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.126 

 

Donaghmore, Co. Tyrone, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.197 

 

Galloon , Co. Fermanagh, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.294 

 

Graiguenamanagh, North Cross, 
Co. Kilkenny, after Harbison, vol.2, fig. 311 

 

Broken Cross/South Cross, Kells, 
Co. Meath, after Harbison, vol.2, fig.328 

 

Market Cross, Kells, Co. Meath, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.339 
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Tower Cross, Kells, Co. Meath, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.345 

 

Killary, Co. Meath, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.414 

 

Muiredach’s Cross, Monasterboice, 
Co. Louth 

 

Moone, Co. Kildare 
from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/ 

 

Old Court, Co. Wicklow , 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.530 

 

Seir Kieran, Co. Offaly, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.559 
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Tihilly, Co. Offaly , 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.591 

 

Village Cross, Tynan, Co. Armagh, 
after Harbison, vol.2, fig.635 

 

Ullard, Co. Kilkenny, after Harbison, vol.2, fig.642 
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The Upright Branch form 

 

 

Boho, Co. Fermanagh 

 

Drumcliff, Co. Sligo 

 

 

Donaghmore, Co. Down  

Lisnaskea, Co. Fermanagh 
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Combination crown (Hanging Branch form & Upright Branch form) 

 

 

Durrow, Co. Offaly 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


