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INTRODUCTION


Irish history, to a large extent, has been influenced by waves of conquest and settlement – from the Celts in the sixth century BC to Eastern European refugees at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Ironically, perhaps, the greatest icon of Irishness, St Patrick, was born in Britain in the fifth century and he demonstrated the close linkages between Britain and Ireland even at this stage. One of the themes of this book is that Irish history cannot be understood without reference to British history, just as British history is diminished without reference to developments in Ireland.


Significantly, different epochs or movements in Irish history have been characterised by the wave of settlers that shaped them: the early Christian period, the Viking and pre-Viking periods, the Norman, the Old English, the New English, the plantation of Ulster, the Protestant ascendancy and the Anglo-Irish period. All had roots in Ireland’s relationship with ‘England’ in its various manifestations, as part of the Angevin Empire, Britain, the United Kingdom, the British Empire and the Commonwealth. At the same time, each phase was firmly grounded in the Irish experience and Ireland’s capacity to absorb, assimilate and enrich other cultures and ideologies. Irish identity, in turn, was shaped and enhanced both by its opposition to, and its acceptance of, each of these influences.


Ireland is a small island situated on the periphery of Europe, lying on the margins of the continental land mass, yet despite its size and isolation, it played a central role in shaping the progress of its European neighbours, from the time of the early Christians through to the European Union. In turn, the history of Ireland has also been shaped by wider European developments, notably the spread of Christianity, the Norman expansion, the Reformation, and the growth of ideologies such as liberalism, nationalism, republicanism, socialism and feminism. Each of these advances has brought Ireland closer to Europe, while Europe has been enriched by Ireland’s contribution to its development. Since the eighteenth century also, other parts of the world, most obviously North America, have impacted on developments in Ireland, and vice versa.


The peripatetic Irish monks in the sixth to ninth centuries took their scholarship to all parts of Europe, possibly even getting as far as North America. The spirit of adventure remained powerful, as people left Ireland to be settlers, explorers, soldiers and mercenaries. Other groups of emigrants went in less happy circumstances, as political refugees or economic emigrants – the impact of the Great Famine, in particular, provided a powerful image of emigration as enforced exile. The movement of Irish people did not just change the new societies in which they settled, but also impacted on the country they had left. Irish nationalism (itself an amalgam of American, French and Italian political movements) was to become a model for other colonised peoples. Paradoxically, being part of the British Empire provided increased opportunities for Irish people in the nineteenth century as imperial administrators, military enforcers, or simply settlers. For some nationalists, an unresolved paradox was how could Ireland be both colonial and imperial concurrently?


From the fifth century also, Irish history was dominated by the attempts of the Christian Churches to influence events in Ireland – framed by the emergence of Patrician Christianity in the fifth century – followed by attempts to impose the authority of Rome, the Reformation in the sixteenth century and the constraints associated with the penal legislation, all of which was followed by regroupment and a reassertion of church dominion in the nineteenth century. At the end of the twentieth century, secularisation and the implosion of the Catholic Church as a result of numerous scandals proved to be more challenging to the Church’s authority than the subjugation of earlier centuries by a Protestant state. The impact of the Protestant Churches on Ireland was also powerful. From the sixteenth century the Anglican Church was the state church despite being the religion of a minority. Its wealth and political influence made up for its lack of numbers. Its supremacy was challenged in the nineteenth century and increased as the Protestant minority in Ireland formed a united front to resist the new challenge of a nationalist movement that identified strongly with Catholicism. This political alignment along religious lines was not inevitable. Supporters of non-sectarian politics were present in all churches. Irish Protestants in the late eighteenth century proved their patriotic and republican credentials in the struggle for Irish independence. The 1798 Uprising and the Young Ireland movement in 1848 were led by Protestants, many from Ulster, who consistently argued than the Protestant ascendancy should not be replaced with a Catholic ascendancy. At the beginning of the twentieth century, some members of the Orange Order argued for a fresh accommodation with nationalists under the common banner of being Irish, while many of the leaders of the 1960s civil rights movement were Protestant. This book also seeks to give a voice to the diversity of the Protestant contribution to Ireland’s development.


Within a relatively small overview such as this, it is impossible to give adequate voice to all groups and contributors, both inside and outside Ireland, who have shaped Ireland’s history. Within such broad strokes, however, it is easy to overlook lesser movements and changes in Irish history. Generally, historians have focused on certain key groups and places – thus giving primacy to Christianity over secularism, Catholics over Protestants (especially the smaller denominations), conflict over cooperation, the rich over the poor, Dublin over Belfast, men over women, nationalism over unionism, the victor over the vanquished, and British repression over British radicalism. Much recent history has focused on the twin polarities of nationalism and unionism, but this disguises the diversity of Irish society and range of political opinions – particularly the role of women, atheists, radicals, communists and pacifists. This new history places developments in Irish history in a broader and more nuanced context by looking at the experience of groups that are traditionally underrepresented. As far as possible an attempt has been made to synthesise the multiplicity of experience. A particular theme of the book is the participation of women from all backgrounds in Ireland’s development, and how – from St Brigid to Betsey Gray to Bernadette Devlin to Mary Robinson – they had to fight against the patriarchy of the various churches, political organisations and social mores to overcome the inferior position assigned to them by men.


When covering such a wide sweep of history, the sources vary in quality and quantity: for the early period there are few primary sources; for the later period, there are many more, despite the destruction of the Public Record Office at the beginning of the Civil War in June 1922. Since 1990 also, the growth in Irish scholarship and academic publishing has greatly increased the quantity and quality of secondary sources that are available. Moreover, historical debate has been re-energised by challenges to the ‘revisionist’ orthodoxy, which had dominated Irish history since the 1930s but in its crudest form had become narrowly anti-nationalist.


The starting point for this new history is not just the emergence of St Patrick but also the appearance of written documents. Early Ireland was an oral society. The fact that few written records have survived, however, means that aspects of Ireland’s early history remain unknown and there is much scope for conjecture. The changes in the Irish language that took place between the fourth and seventh centuries make it difficult to fully grasp the complexities and subtleties of the earlier period. Propaganda is also evident in the early sources, a prime example being the writings of Giraldus Cambrensis, who was the chronicler of the Anglo-Norman invasion. Writing from the perspective of the victor, he provided a negative picture of Irish society and the Irish people. His twelfth-century writings influenced subsequent generations of English and Anglo-Irish writers.


The Annals are a major source for chronicling the history of Gaelic Ireland, although their main value is in identifying trends rather than in providing detailed accounts. Both Gaelic Annals and Anglo-Irish Annals have survived, although they were not contemporary with the period described. Rather, they were mostly written when paganism had been discredited and the kingship was in decline. The majority of Annals were compiled in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and were themselves based on earlier ones. There were exceptions: the writing of the Annals of Inisfallen extended into the thirteenth century, by which time they had become a contemporary record. A team of people generally compiled them over a number of years.


But there are other reminders of Ireland’s past, notably physical ones – ranging from the remnants of early Christian Ireland, such as the Gallarus Oratory in County Kerry and the monks’ round towers of the tenth century, to the magnificence of eighteenth-century Dublin architecture and, more recently, the constabulary barracks, workhouses and elementary schoolhouses that each became a feature of the nineteenth-century landscape and, in varying degrees, of British control. During the latter part of the nineteenth century also, a network of Catholic churches was built in Ireland, while the small Anglican churches that had become a symbol of Protestant ascendancy struggled to survive as both their income and their congregations shrank. All, however, in their own way, were physical manifestations of Ireland’s interaction with the outside world, for better or worse.


The Anglicisation that accompanied the colonial process was never absolute, especially in regard to the Irish language. The introduction of National Schools after 1831, where everything was taught in English, contributed to the decline. Around the same time, many Irish place names were Anglicised, largely as a result of the Ordnance Survey of Ireland after 1824. One of these consequences of Anglicisation is that there is little standardised spelling, with the English and Irish form of names and places often being used interchangeably. Increasingly, however, the Irish language became an important part of the political and linguistic identity of Ireland. In this book, where appropriate, both forms have been provided, although generally the most common usage of names has been adopted.


Inevitably, the political geography of Ireland also changed after the fifth century. At the beginning of the period Tara was the seat of the high king of Ireland. As the system of high kingship declined, so too did the significance of Tara. For much of the Celtic period the capital of Ulster was Navan Fort near Armagh, while after the tenth century Armagh was the centre of the Christian Church in Ireland, despite challenges from Cashel and Dublin. The prominence of Dublin as a political centre came about after the thirteenth century; until then Kilkenny was an important political and ecclesiastical centre. The rise of Belfast only started in the sixteenth century. Economic and demographic factors made Belfast a nineteenth-century phenomenon, and as the century progressed, it took its place as the centre of Protestant Ireland. Dublin’s golden age, in contrast, had been the eighteenth century, after which it went into a slow economic decline, until the birth of the Celtic Tiger at the end of the twentieth century made Dublin one of the wealthiest, most cosmopolitan and most visited capitals in Europe.


From the eighteenth century, Ireland was part of Britain’s imperial project. The loss of the American colonies had been a psychological blow to Britain’s ambition and created a determination that Ireland should not follow a similar path. The desire of the majority of Irish people for independence was denied even when demonstrated by constitutional means, as occurred during the 1918 general election. The period after 1969 in Northern Ireland is euphemistically referred to as ‘The Troubles’ but in reality it was a war that was more prolonged and lethal than either the Anglo-Irish or the Civil War. The conflict dominated the politics of Northern Ireland, Britain and the Republic for many years. Moreover, the international media took the images of carnage throughout the world, condemning the inter-community violence but also denouncing the role of the British government. However, it was not until the 1990s that Britain declared it had no strategic interest in Northern Ireland, although ironically at this stage it played a more active role in the affairs of Northern Ireland than ever before. The Peace Process, though not perfect, has been remarkable for bringing nationalists and unionists from across the political spectrum into talks with representatives of the British and Irish governments. It represented a significant move by the British government from imposing a military solution to finding a political accommodation. The process of disentanglement has been complicated, violent and piecemeal. Consequently, the Peace Process has been battered, and at times its survival has appeared doubtful. By the end of 2003 the Process had reached another deadlock, yet it remains a beacon of hope, not only for the future of Northern Ireland, but for the future of all Irish and British people.




ONE


THE COMING OF CHRISTIANITY


c. Fifth to Eighth Centuries


Before the arrival of Patrick and Christianity in the fifth century, Ireland had a vibrant culture and civilisation. Waves of settlers, most notably the Celts and Goidels, had contributed to the island’s rich oral and artistic traditions. The emergence of Christianity coincided with a golden age of Irish scholarship, which was spread throughout Europe largely by the missionary activities of Irish monks.


This chapter examines the beginnings of Christianity in Ireland, in particular its role in shaping Irish culture and religious practices, and its contribution to the spread of learning within Europe. At the same time, the response of Irish kings to the spread of Christianity is considered.


Early Christian Society


An appropriate starting point for understanding modern Irish history is the fifth century, not merely because it coincides with the life of St Patrick, but also because it marks the appearance of written documents. Moreover, in varying degrees since the fifth century, Christianity has shaped Irish society. Although the coming of Christianity to Ireland was sometimes attributed to the endeavours of Patrick, Irish Christianity predated him. According to one chronicle, Pope Celestine ordained Palladius the first bishop in Ireland in 431. Patrick’s contribution, however, was to consolidate and extend Christianity’s hold.


When Patrick was taken into slavery in Ireland it was a Celtic country, with a population of about one million, but possibly less. It was criss-crossed with a network of roads, a disproportionate number of which led to Tara, the seat of the Irish high king. The poor usually lived in small huts, often made of clay. The homes of the rich were erected on raised mounds and were usually built of wood or stone, with straw roofs. Kings and other powerful members of society lived in protected dwellings, in ring-forts or on lake dwellings known as crannogs. Agriculture was the main occupation of the people, both livestock and tillage, including wheat, oats, barley and flax. The importance of livestock as an indicator of status and wealth was evident from the fact that a person’s rank was measured in terms of the number of cows that he or she owned. Entertainment was varied, ranging from storytelling, singing and playing instruments to chariot racing, horse racing and hurling. Some external observers, however, described the favourite pastimes of the Irish as quarrelling and war.


Ireland in the fifth century possessed a vibrant culture and civilisation. The country’s development had been shaped by waves of settlers, most notably the Celts (or Goídil), who had contributed to the island’s rich oral and artistic traditions. According to some narratives, the Celts had come to Ireland in four main waves, that is, the Nemedians, the Fir Bolg, the Tuatha Dé Danann, and the Goídil or Milesians. They first arrived in Ireland from central Europe in the sixth century BC and the last colonisation occurred about 150 BC. At this stage the Celts already controlled much of central and western Europe and Ireland marked the concluding phase of their westward expansion. The Goídil were the final wave of Celtic invaders to reach Ireland. They spoke a variety of Celtic known as Q-Celt (earlier settlers had spoken P-Celt). The Goídil also settled in the Isle of Man and Scotland. The exact origins of the word Goídil are uncertain; it is either derived from the Welsh word Gwyddel, meaning Irishman, or the Irish Gaedhilg, meaning ‘Gaelic’. The Goídil were also referred to as Milesians after their leader, Mil Espaine. According to legend, Mil was fleeing from the Roman invasion of his territory in the Iberian peninsula. His successors became the dominant ruling family in Ireland, establishing two main settlements at Tara and at Cashel.


By the fifth century, when Christianity appeared in Ireland, the European Celts had been dispersed and pushed to the western fringes of their empire. The scattered Celtic groups, though, shared a common language, religious beliefs and a similar social organisation. In Ireland the descendants of the Goídil were the dominant group. Increasingly, the Irish people described their ethnicity as ‘Gael’ and this designation increased following the arrival of the Norsemen. An impression was thereby given of the unity and longevity of the Irish race. Just as significantly, the language of the Goidels, known as Celt, had become the common language of Ireland. Ireland, therefore, remained a stronghold of Celtic culture, its influence being only slowly replaced by the coming of Christianity. Despite being displaced by Christianity in Ireland, the Celts retained an important cultural influence. Their legacy was particularly evident in art and jewellery (such as torques and collars) and in the legends and heroic tales – all of which shared customs and traditions that linked Irish Celts with Celts elsewhere. Unfortunately, it was not until the seventh century that written records were made of the vibrant literature or laws of Ireland, which until that date had been preserved only in oral traditions and passed on by storytellers and poets.


Within Celtic society a high value was placed on scholarship, even though written records were not used. The respect for learning and learned men (and women) meant that kings were not absolute; Druids, poets (fili) and Brehons (see p. 16) all had special status. They were regarded as the possessors and protectors of the collective wisdom of the people, which was a gift to be given to each succeeding generation. Their wisdom was preserved and passed on in special Druidic schools. The scholars also played a role in guiding the kings, especially on issues to do with law, genealogy, succession and spiritual matters. A Druid, a poet or a Brehon often adjudicated on judgments made by a king. Usually, a Druid would sit on the right hand of the king and only after he had spoken could the king speak. In matters of law the Brehons would arbitrate and make a judgment based on a complex system known as the Brehon Laws. They would also teach the law to pupils and thus ensure it was passed on to the next generation. If a Brehon issued a wrong or careless judgment, there was a belief that he or she would be punished by nature, nature being both the giver and final arbitrator of all legal matters. Some of the laws were recorded as poems or chants, which made their oral transmission easier. After 550, however, some Irish law texts were committed to writing.


Life at this time was precarious. If internecine warfare or belligerent incursions did not prove to be lethal, then famine, generally caused by bad weather or the plague, frequently could be. Poor food harvests were commonplace in this period, which resulted in food shortages, sickness and mortality. A serious famine lasted for three years between 698 and 700, and was followed by a period of disease. Pestilence was also commonplace. There was a plague in 549, but it was overshadowed by the great plague of 664–6: also known as the ‘Yellow Plague’, it probably resulted from a virulent form of jaundice, and it had wiped out a good deal of Europe before it reached Ireland. It has been estimated that up to a third of the population perished at this time. Because so many rulers died, it changed the political face of the country. The death toll included Blathmac and Diarmait, the joint high kings of Tara, who both died of plague. Large-scale mortality also resulted from a smallpox epidemic in 742–3. In 773 a widespread drought resulted in famine. As proved to be the case so often, disease followed the famine, and in 774 there was a dysentery outbreak; it returned in 777 and 778. More disasters followed: in 778–9 hunger resulted from cattle disease; in 779 there was famine and smallpox; and in 783 and 786 an influenza epidemic appeared in Ireland. The demographic consequences of plague and famine were serious, as the recovery in population growth was often slow. A consequence of this period of catastrophes was that the population remained fairly static. Some commentators attributed the disasters to overpopulation, while others believed the deaths were caused by the hand of God. In such perilous conditions it is not surprising that the pagan Irish, in common with most societies, placed a great emphasis on pleasing the gods of the harvest and fertility. And, as Christianity spread, the taking on tour of relics, which were believed to have healing powers, became popular. Often the relics were the remains of the founders of a monastery, and this became a lucrative source of income for monasteries.


Celtic Society


When Patrick arrived in Ireland, the country was divided into eight main kingdoms: the Midlands of Leinster, ruled by the Leinster Goídil, with their royal seat at Tara; Connacht, ruled by the Tara Goídil; South Leinster, ruled by the Laginians, renowned for their independence; the north-west triple kingdom of Tír Conaill, Tír Enda and Tír Eóghain, associated with Niall of the Nine Hostages; Airgialla in central Ulster, which had been ruled by the Fir Bolg; Munster, ruled by the Munster Goídil, whose royal seat was at Cashel; Dal nAraidi in east Ulster, ruled by the Cruthin; and finally, the small kingdom of Dal Ríanta on the northern coast, also ruled by the Fir Bolg. These kingdoms were all subdivided into smaller territories known as tuatha, each ruled over by a king or chief. They governed with the help of an assembly known as an aonach, which was open to freemen within the community. Joint assemblies were also held between the provincial kingdoms.


Like all early Indo-European societies, early Celtic society was highly stratified and based on a number of political and social hierarchies. Each group had different functions and rights. Kings were at the top and slaves at the bottom of the social structure. Below the level of kings there were distinct hierarchies, although each group contained multiple subdivisions. The highest levels comprised nobles and freemen, which included both landowners and craftsmen. Scholars, who included Druids, bards, Brehons and poets, were highly ranked in society. The ‘non-free’ classes, on the other hand, which included slaves, labourers and workmen, had neither status nor political power. Although there was some social mobility, it could take generations to move upwards. Inevitably, downward movement was far easier.


Society was organised around a number of small kingdoms, or tuatha, and they continued to be the basic political unit until around 600. A tuath was hard to define in terms of simply territory, but for people within a tuath the common bond was that the same king governed them and they saw themselves as being distinct from other groups. Within the tuath the basic social unit was the kin group, which was usually defined by having a grandfather (or older forebear) in common. Descent often gave status and sometimes genealogies were fabricated in order to prove a prestigious lineage. Kinship, like kingship, imposed certain expectations and responsibilities. Kinsmen were liable for each other’s offences and therefore liable to pay compensation if the original offender failed to do so. Two responsibilities that cut across all social divisions were the concepts of honour and loyalty. The concept of honour was central in Celtic society. Breaches of honour had to be compensated in full ‘body-price’, that is, according to the rank, and therefore value, of the offender. If honour was offended, there was an ‘honour-price’ to be paid. Like many other aspects of society, the system was complex and hierarchical, with kings receiving the highest honour-price. From the seventh century the concept of enech, literally ‘face’ but in reality honour, was recognised by Irish law. Compensation was known as eneclann, that is, ‘face-cleansing’. If the injured party was dead, compensation would be paid to his or her kinspeople, with the closest relatives receiving the highest amount. Children aged under fourteen had no legal responsibility.


Hostage taking was a means of allowing people to be used as sureties or human pledges to ensure the fulfilment of a contract. Following the inauguration of a new king, or the acquisition of land by one, high-ranking hostages would be given to guarantee loyalty and submission. They were often related to the people proffering submission, including daughters and even wives. Fostering was a commonplace way of rearing and educating children. It was also used to cement alliances between various groups. Fostering usually involved boys aged from seven to seventeen (when boys were believed to have reached maturity) and girls between seven and fourteen (when girls could marry). There were two main forms: altramm serce, that is, fostering for affection for which there was no fee, and fostering for a fee. In the latter cases, the fosterage fee, iarraith, provided revenue for the foster parents. As with so much in Celtic society, the fee reflected the wealth and status of the father of the child. The fosterage fee for girls was higher than for boys. The way in which the child was raised and educated also reflected the social status of the child’s family. Fostering created filial obligations as strong as natural ones and they were lifelong. The foster child, for example, was expected to look after his or her adoptive parents in old age. It was therefore a further way of ensuring loyalty and cementing social responsibility.


Gender divisions in Celtic society were most evident among the poorest classes, where women had little overt power. Educated women, however, could enter any profession, and they were respected for their scholarship. Prominent female judges included Bríg Bríugaid and Áine ingine Iugairu. In the tenth century Ulluach was for a time the chief bard of Ireland. It was even acceptable for Irish women to lead their clan’s people into war. This right was abolished at the Synod of Birr in 697, which forbade women to be military commanders. The Synod also passed the ‘Law of the Innocents’, protecting all non-combatants in a war. Under the Brehon Laws, wealthy women had more rights than was generally the case in European societies. They had a say in whom they wanted to marry, could divorce, could own property, and if they were badly treated they could sue for damages. After a divorce, a woman would return to her family, and both she and her former partner were free to remarry. She was also allowed to take her original dowry with her. The inheritance laws for men and women were the same. A woman could inherit property from her father and dispose of it as she saw fit. If she had no sons, her female children could inherit her property. Upper-class women who were of marriageable age were valued for their role in making dynastic alliances. A woman had to be of equal rank to her husband, and her main function was to supply heirs. Kings and nobles could be polygamous, and kings usually had more than one wife in order to ensure sons and heirs. Upon marriage, control of a woman’s possessions passed to her husband for the length of the marriage; if left unmarried, she remained subject to her father, or, after his death, to her nearest and eldest kinsman. Thus widows were subject to their sons, and wives to their husbands. But women could inherit land where there was no male heir, and continue to hold it independently of their husbands. But even in such cases, when the woman died, property would revert to men. More commonly, women could not pass on land upon death, as it reverted to her kin group. The early Christian Church disapproved of both polygamy and divorce, although it had provided opportunities for women to be educated or to pursue a vocation. The Reformation, however, undermined the position of women and ended many of the rights provided under the Gaelic legal system.


Kings and Kingship


The social structure was intricate. While a king (rí) was at the top of the structure and was the ruler of his own kingdom, the status, authority and influence of kings differed. There was a hierarchy of kings: at the lowest level was the rí tuaithe (king of one tuath); rí tuatha, king of several tuatha; and rí ruirech or rí cóicid, king of a province. A sub-king was known as a uirrí. A king who only governed a single tuath would give allegiance to an over-king – who was usually king of a province. Subordination was often guaranteed by giving hostages to the over-king and, in return, the supplier could receive ‘posts of honour’. The most powerful king was known as the high king and, in theory, he had kingship over the whole of the island. The high king was also referred to in some later texts as the king of Tara. Although little is known about the hill of Tara in County Meath, its ancient and important origins are clear from its Neolithic passage tomb, hill forts and stone pillar, which was traditionally believed to have been used in inauguration ceremonies. Some pre-Christian Celts believed that Tara contained the entrance to the ‘otherworld’. The first Goidelic high king of Tara was Eochu, whose son achieved notoriety as Niall of the Nine Hostages, largely because of his successful raids on Britain. Niall was killed on one of these forays, but he in turn was the eponymous ancestor of the Uí Néill family, who rose to prominence in the fifth century, extending their kingdom into parts of Ulster. By the end of the fifth century, there were only five main kingdoms in Ireland and the Uí Neill over-king described himself as king of Tara.


Succession to kingship was not by primogeniture. A king was elected from within a family group and his successor was usually chosen during his lifetime. Those descended from a previous king were eligible. The designated successor was known as the tánaiste. The new king would ensure support by taking hostages from his opponents. The bonds of blood remained important – for military and social alliances. None the less, there was social movement, and battles and alliances between kings, together with internal challenges for power, meant that the leaders changed. There were also frequent disputes over the kingship of Tara. This system may have contributed to instability in the late Celtic period. Throughout the late fifth and sixth centuries there were intense battles for the kingship, although the paucity of surviving records means there is a lot of conjecture about the origins and outcomes of various battles. In the second half of the sixth century the most powerful kingdom was Munster, which was ultimately ruled from Cashel. The Uí Néill, however, regrouped, and the following century was dominated by their rise, which included taking over the kingship of Tara and overthrowing the Ulaid, the dynastic group that controlled much of Ulster. It is possible that they were the first high kings who truly had control over the whole of the country by the eighth century. The success of the Uí Néill was representative of a change on the political scene in Ireland, as dynastic government replaced local tribal rule.


Being a king conferred privileges but it could not provide protection against a violent death, with disputes often ending in the losing king being slain. Ireland was a warrior nation, and life at the top levels of Celtic society was undoubtedly precarious – especially for kings and their sons, who were frequently involved in local, internecine, warfare. Fighting for rights of kingship succession was particularly common in some kingdoms. By the sixth and seventh centuries, bloodshed appeared integral to claiming succession among some rulers, with the Uí Néill particularly immersed in violence, in contrast to the more peaceful kingdom of Cashel. Once the kingship had been gained, more fighting was necessary to hold onto it. Internal quarrels within a tuath could be as deadly as external ones.


Irish kings had ambitions beyond Ireland, and raids on Britain were frequent. When the Romans withdrew from Britannia around 420, some Irish kings took advantage of the power vacuum and mounted vicious raids on the unprotected Britons. Niall of the Nine Hostages was one of the most successful of the Irish raiders, his hostages being part of the bounty from his raids. Around 500, the Irish king Fergus Mór attacked and conquered Argyll in Scotland, some early historians wrongly attributing his victory as marking the origins of the Gaels in Scotland. Báetán Mac Cairíll, king of the Dál Fiatach (c. 572–81), made his small northern kingdom the most powerful in Ireland. He also had external ambitions and colonised the Isle of Man in 577, and shortly afterwards forced Aedan mac Gabrann (c. 574–608), the Scottish king of the Dál Riata, to submit to him. The attempts at colonisation were two-way, with Scottish kings also having dynastic aspirations in Ireland. Following Báetán’s death Aedan reversed his actions, invading both the Isle of Man and the north of Ireland. This resulted in the creation of the joint Scottish-Irish kingdom and brought together the Scottish Dál Riata with the original Dál Riata group in Ulster. The kingdom was subsequently ruled by the Irish Dál Riata until the defeat of Aedan’s grandson, Domnall Brecc – who appeared to lose every battle he ever fought – in 642. He was then slain by Owen of Dumbarton, the victor.


Irish kings and their nobility were great promoters of art and culture. Royal courts were centres of sophistication and scholarship. Apart from the poets (fili) and bards, lawyers, theologians, philosophers, medical experts, astronomers and musicians would gather at the courts. Many religious monuments were commissioned by kings, including the shrine of St Lachtin’s Arm, which was erected under the patronage of Cormac III. The kings also endowed ecclesiastical establishments and it was their patronage that enabled the illuminated manuscripts, the Cross of Cong and the Ardagh Chalice, among other treasures, to be created. Much of the great artwork associated with early Christian Ireland was possible only because of the support of Irish kings.


The relationship between each king and his followers was complex, with variations in different parts of the country and from reign to reign. Overall, kings were expected to rule with honour and strength, and this in turn gave them the legitimacy to govern. Fasting – if necessary to death – was the only way to take a grievance against a king. Gradually, fasting was replaced by an ability to sue a substitute so that the king suffered no loss of face. Kings could demand the payment of a cattle tribute, and if it was not paid they could go into battle to levy it. Because kings were so important in pagan society it was vital to convert them to Christianity as an example to other people. Kings showed surprisingly little resistance to this change, but appeared to welcome many aspects of it. Within the new hierarchy also, members of the Church were accorded a high status, with bishops being put on the same elevated level as poets. A number of kings ensured their eminence was recognised in the Christian structure by declaring themselves to be bishop-kings. Changes were inevitable, though. Kings were regarded as sacred in pagan Ireland and their inauguration involved pagan rites and rituals, which included a fertility ceremony. During the ceremony the king would be symbolically wedded to his land. The ritual could take a variety of forms, sometimes including a mock mating with a goddess, usually either Medb or Eithne, the goddesses of fertility. In some cases, the king was mated with a white horse, which was then slaughtered and eaten. Again, this symbolised the linking of the king, the land and his people.


As with many overt pagan rituals, the conversion of kings and other nobles to Christianity meant that this tradition was dying out by the sixth century. Also, rather than all pagan rituals being reviled, as far as possible they were Christianised and absorbed by the new Church. For a number of years, therefore, the pagan and the Christian systems coexisted peacefully. As the Church grew stronger, however, it became confident enough to challenge some pagan traditions that it regarded as unacceptable, including the pagan rituals that accompanied the inauguration of a king. Moreover, the Church attempted to control the telling of Ireland’s pre-Christian past. Christian historians either excluded references to pagan practices or rewrote a sanitised history of the past, including turning the pagan deities into humans with Christian virtues. Historians who wrote the later Annals, that is, the chronicles of Ireland from the Gaelic period to the sixteenth century, adopted a similar approach. They also showed their desire to distance themselves from Ireland’s pagan past. A common feature of the early histories was that Patrick was given a major role in the conversion of Ireland to Christianity. In the case of the high king of Tara, for example, Patrick allegedly confronted the pagan king, Laoghaire, and his Druid priests at Tara, and his actions resulted in the abandonment of the fertility rites. Whether this took place or not, from the sixth century the high kings discarded these rituals and adopted practices endorsed by the Christian Church.


Laws and Law Makers


Although kings were powerful, they were not absolute. Generally, they were not judges; nor could they enact laws. Instead, there was a complex legal system in existence, which was enforced by learned men and, to a lesser extent, women, known as Brehons. The Brehon legal system had parallels with the equally sophisticated Hindu law system. A distinctive feature of the Brehon Laws was that physical chastisement and capital punishment were kept to a minimum, but rather the focus was on compensation for the victim and the victim’s family, and rehabilitation for the wrongdoer. For the Christian Church the challenge was how this arrangement could be controlled and shaped to fit into the new order.


The Brehon system was more than just legal apparatus: it permeated all aspects of Irish society – including fasting, seizing cattle, the position of women, and so on. It also clearly defined relationships, not only within the immediate family, but also in the extended family and over five generations. The laws governing inheritance did not recognise primogeniture; instead, land was shared between sons, women not being able to inherit land. The Brehon Laws were unique to Ireland and were thought to predate the birth of Christ. Although they were associated with Ireland, they had certain features in common with the Celtic laws elsewhere. Many of the Brehon Laws were unwritten but preserved by verbal contract. Information about the Laws, therefore, is sparse and derived from a variety of sources, including the Senchus Már, the first Irish legal corpus, which was probably written in the seventh century. These books provided a set of guidance laws for all layers of society. They are also important in providing a tangible link between the laws of pagan Ireland and new Christian laws that are associated with Patrick.


Under the Brehon system legal responsibility largely lay with the individual to pursue a claim against the accused. He or she would hire a legal advocate, or Brehon, and both sides had to agree in advance that they would abide by the decision of the legal advocate. The law was complicated, and because it was not written down, it had to be committed to memory. An expert in law was known as an ollamh. If reparation was agreed, the offender had to pay the victim compensation (an ‘honour-price’) which was proportionate to his or her means. Homicide required an additional payment. The payment of fines was a matter of honour, and if the wrongdoer was unable to pay, his or her kin group would do so. If no payment was made, goods could be distrained from the offender or his family. If payment was still not forthcoming, the offender would be shunned by his kin and lose his place in society.


As with many aspects of life, the coming of Christianity to Ireland changed the practice of law, although some customs were slow to disappear. Patrick and his successors recognised the value of utilising the Brehon Laws, and so endowed the clergy with legal authority. The early Church kept aspects of law that did not clash with God’s law or, increasingly, their canon law, and in the short term turned a blind eye to less palatable aspects such as concubinage, polygamy and divorce. Bishops who drew up laws in the fifth and sixth centuries had said that members of the Church could not go before secular courts or use Brehons. The Brehons gradually converted, which was facilitated by the fact that their relationship with the Church had remained friendly. The idea of physical punishment also crept into the Brehon Laws, largely because of the spread of the Christian Penitentials, which were associated with the Roman Church. The Penitentials spread to Ireland, possibly from Wales, after the sixth century, and they provided a register of sins and the fixed penances required for absolution. In Ireland the way in which Penitentials developed borrowed some concepts from the Brehon Laws, notably that each offence had a price and was to be classified according to the nature of the deed and the status of the offender. Many aspects of the Brehon Laws survived up to the twelfth century, with some remnants continuing until the seventeenth century when English law was enforced throughout the country. None the less, the spread of Christianity, especially of Roman orthodoxy, had changed the Brehon Laws. The introduction of the Penitentials in particular had provided an alternative law system, bringing Ireland more in line with the feudal system in other parts of Europe.


Christianity and Patrick


The demise of the Roman Empire left a power vacuum throughout many parts of Europe, which the Christian Church was partly able to fìll because it possessed a large organisation, it was international and throughout Europe there was a general desire to convert to cross-border faiths. Because the Roman Empire had not spread to Ireland, the development of the Church’s influence was different from elsewhere in Europe. Although there were Christians in Ireland before Patrick, the success of the Christian Church became associated with the achievements of this one man.


Despite Patrick’s importance, little is known of him and information comes predominantly from his own writings, notably his Confession, which was written as a defence of his calling, and only gave scant details of his life. Patrick’s birth and death dates are unknown, as is his exact birthplace, although it was in Roman Britain. At sixteen he was captured by raiders and spent six years in captivity in Ireland, at an unknown location. He escaped to Britain but in a vision was told to go back to Ireland. Patrick returned as a missionary, and baptised thousands of people and ordained clerics. Most of his work was in the northern half of Ireland, north of the line from Galway to Wexford. Initially, pagans, especially Druid priests and pagan kings, resisted conversion – but they were gradually won over to Christianity and, unusually, the resistance produced no martyrs. The dates of Patrick’s mission are also unknown, but it probably began in the second or third quarter of the fifth century and lasted for thirty years. The discrepancy in dates led to a possibility that there were, in fact, two Patricks who conflated into one, possibly a combination of Palladius and a later, unknown, bishop. Such suggestions, however, were clearly unpalatable to the Church in Ireland, which attributed its origins and success to the sacred figure of Patrick.


By the seventh century a cult of sainthood had emerged in Ireland, and Patrick was at the forefront. He was depicted in a heroic way, as the person who had defeated his pagan opponents. This cult was largely associated with Armagh, which had much to gain by association with the father of the Irish Church. It was no coincidence that two Armagh monks, Muirchú and Tírechán, wrote hagiographical accounts of the life of Patrick. In the ninth century the cult of Patrick was further promoted and extended with the use of remains and relics, including his bell and crosier. The cult of Patrick not only survived the Norman period but was also actively encouraged during it. Like the pagan kings before them, Anglo-Norman knights appreciated the value of having an organised and disciplined Church within Ireland. In the twelfth century, possibly for the first time, there were references to St Patrick’s Purgatory at Lough Derg in County Donegal. At this location, Patrick had purportedly fasted in order to expel demons. Not only did the Church in Ireland adopt this legend, but it was also accepted by Christians elsewhere. Consequently, Lough Derg became a major place of pilgrimage for those who sought penitence. Its existence confirmed the centrality of Ireland’s position in the medieval Church. Despite being destroyed by Cromwell’s soldiers in the seventeenth century, Lough Derg continued to be regarded as a place of pilgrimage and was an important factor in promoting the popularity of Patrick. Whatever the truth about Patrick, within a relatively short period Christianity had encroached on all aspects of life, its success being helped by its willingness to absorb or adapt aspects of paganism.


The coming of the Church also resulted in an administrative and social revolution in Irish society, although it proved to be a peaceful one. One of Patrick’s contributions was to extend the episcopal church government used in Britain and Gaul to Ireland: a system that was based on bishops having jurisdiction over their diocese and the laws of the synod. It took a long time before a national reform was accepted by all the territories. The synod for national reform was held at Ráith Bressail (Rathbreasail) in 1111, and undertook a diocesan reorganisation of the Church. It decided that thirteen dioceses in the north would be subject to Armagh and twelve in the south subject to Cashel, with Armagh as the seat of the primacy. As far as possible, the new dioceses coincided with areas of over-kingships.


Patrick also introduced monastic life into Ireland and the unique feature of the Irish Church, which was different from the rest of western Europe, was that the most important churches were ruled by a monastic hierarchy, with abbots, rather than bishops, having ultimate control. Because there were no towns or villages in Ireland, monastic settlements quickly became an important feature of Irish economic and cultural life and their influence was spread, with monastic houses being founded outside Ireland. From the midsixth century there was a massive expansion in monastic foundations in Ireland. Their spread was facilitated by the fact that it was easy to found a church or monastery, with only two monks needed for the establishment of the latter. Once established, their survival was helped by the practice of burying the founder’s body in the chief church. Monasteries were autonomous and abbots had a lot of individual power. They also became increasingly self-sufficient, with some monks being involved in agriculture and other manual work. Yet in the larger settlements, most of the labour was done by tenants who lived on the church lands. This interaction brought the Church into closer contact with the people.


Monasteries were also centres of learning, with monks able to read and write. Even wealthy lay people would send their children to monasteries in order for them to receive a good education. The skills of Irish monks in producing illuminated manuscripts based on the gospels and written in Latin also added to their reputation. Although the themes of the illuminated manuscripts were Christian, the artwork was largely Celtic, with religious artists adopting the curves and coils of pagan artists. This fusion of old Celtic art and new Christian values was exemplified in the Book of Kells, the most famous, though not the first, illuminated manuscript. Although it is strongly associated with Irish monasticism, it is possible that the manuscript was begun in Iona and completed in County Meath. The date of production is also unknown, although it probably dates from the late eighth century. The influence of Irish art was also evident in religious work elsewhere, such as in the Book of Durrow and the Lindisfarne Gospel. Some Irish monks were also skilled in other forms of artwork, notably metalwork. Gold, silver and precious stones were commonly used in their work to glorify Christ and his saints. Examples of their craftsmanship include the Ardagh Chalice and the Tara Brooch. The latter, which dates from the eighth century, was crafted from gold, silver, copper and amber. Although it was made in the early Christian period, it became a symbol of Celtic art and culture. Little is known, though, about the early history of the brooch because it was not found until the mid-nineteenth century and fed into the Celtic/Gaelic revival.


Christianity quickly made inroads into all levels of Irish society, and the relationship between the new Church and the rest of society was strong. Abbots usually belonged to the kin-group that gave the land, which contributed to peaceful coexistence. In the early Church, loyalty to God and king and kin-group had to be balanced. However, with the spread of monasteries, the social standing of the Church was in the ascendant. By the end of the sixth century a bishop of a tuath had equal rank to a king of a tuath, and the status of the lower clerics also rose. Overall, the Church had created an alternative social structure that was challenging the supremacy of the existing one. By the seventh century monasteries had become associated with wealth, learning and power. Some of the large monasteries performed the function of early universities, while others became renowned for the ascetic values they promoted. The location of monasteries varied: some were situated near roads and were accessible and prominent, while others were built in inaccessible and isolated places, such as the Aran Islands and Sceilg Mhicíl (Skellig Michael), both off the west coast. One of the strengths of the Irish system was the diversity within its monastic life.


The early Roman Church did not expect its clerics to be celibate and they could marry. An exception was small groups of aesthetes who chose to devote their lives totally to God. There were some attempts to impose celibacy: the Council of Nice in 325 condemned clerical marriages but did not ban them. Pope Leo IX, however, who was pope from 1049 to 1054, attempted to enforce celibacy on all clergy, as it was part of his broader mission to cleanse the Church of the twin evils of ‘simony [selling pardons] and clerical incontinence [lack of sexual control]’. An even more stringent policy was adopted in 1189 by Pope Urban II, who decreed that the wives of priests could be seized and sold as slaves. The attitude of the Irish Church was more liberal and again indicated its autonomy from Rome on some issues. Irish religious houses could be mixed (conhospitae) and clergy, and even bishops, could marry. Although Ireland was gradually brought more in line with Rome, as late as the fourteenth century some priests had taken a wife.


In the Irish Christian Church the role of women and female religious establishments was important. The most successful female houses, which had their origins in the fifth century, included St Brigid’s home at Kildare and St Moninne’s house near Newry. Later female establishments included St Ita’s at Killeady in County Limerick, and St Safann’s in County Meath. Brigid founded a monastic house in Kildare, and was its first abbess. The Book of Kildare, which disappeared in the sixteenth century, was regarded as the most beautiful of all illuminated manuscripts. An unusual feature of Brigid’s foundation was that it was effectively two monasteries, one for men and one for women. They shared the same church and observed the same regulations, and were governed jointly by an abbess and a bishop-abbot. However, the early egalitarian approach to women was of short duration in church history. In general, the status of women declined with the spread of Christianity, and they lost many of the privileges that they had enjoyed in Celtic society.


The earliest life of Brigid was written fifty years after her death by Cogitosus ua hÁeda of Kildare, suggesting her importance in the Church. As with Patrick, early accounts of her life became intertwined with myth and folklore. Although it is known she was born in Ireland, probably in north Leinster, her birth and death dates remain uncertain, but she was probably born towards the end of the sixth century. Like Patrick, she was supposed to come from humble origins – her mother Broiseach was a bondservant. Other accounts say her parents were nobles, and some suggest that her father was a Dubhtach, or Druid, and that Brigid herself was a ban-druí, or female Druid, before she converted. Some accounts suggest that Brigid had studied under Mel, the bishop of Armagh, and this may have been where she first came into contact with Patrick. According to The Book of Armagh, which was a major source for the early history of the Church, Patrick baptised Brigid’s parents into Christianity. Patrick and Brigid subsequently became good friends. When the life of Brigid was compiled in the seventh century, legend had overtaken reality. Brigid was praised for her lack of materialism, her virtue, her hospitality and her intelligence – all of which she used in the cause of God. By the seventh century, the church in Kildare, which included a shrine to Brigid, was a major one within Ireland. Such was the attraction of the stories associated with Brigid that she vied with Patrick for popularity. Devotion to Brigid spread beyond Ireland, and she was possibly even more venerated than Patrick at this stage. The elevation of holy people into saints was largely done in response to popular demand, and canonisation was the privilege of local bishops. Apart from living a holy life, those raised to sainthood were expected to have performed miracles and to have suffered for their faith. For the local churches, association with a saint gave a number of benefits, especially if it became a place of pilgrimage. The new custom of taking relics on tour helped to promote Irish saints overseas. Irish scholarship also found an outlet in writing embellished lives of the saints. Rome, however, was becoming increasingly uneasy with this aspect of local independence, and in the twelfth century responsibility for canonisation was transferred exclusively to the Pope.


Although Armagh made some attempts to create a more centralised Irish Church, with Armagh at the centre, a feature of the early Church was its lack of centralisation, reflecting the political structure of Ireland itself. The lack of a central state structure made Ireland vulnerable to outside attacks. It was not until the twelfth century that the Irish Church finally became centralised following the Synod of Rathbreasail, which also recognised the primacy of Armagh. The rise of Armagh was concurrent with the rise of the Uí Néill, and both parties saw advantage in providing mutual support. Armagh’s association with Patrick, however, was central to its success. Internal discipline in the Irish Church was helped by the compilation of Irish Canon Law after 710. In 734 the Law of Patrick took all clerics under the protection of Armagh. By the eighth century, therefore, Armagh was challenging places such as Kildare, Iona and Clonmacnoise in claiming to be the ecclesiastical authority in Ireland. Moreover, Armagh claimed to be answerable only to the Papal See, and that other Irish churches were thus accountable to it. By the eighth century even churches that had no affiliation to a monastery pledged allegiance to Armagh. Although Dublin challenged Armagh’s predominance in the eleventh century, this was ended by the Pope’s recognition of the primacy of Armagh. Yet, regardless of the desire for papal recognition, a feature of the early Irish Church, which continued for many centuries, was that it remained largely independent from Rome. At times there did seem to be a willingness by the Irish Church, especially in Armagh, to adopt Roman ways. After 1640, for example, an Irish deputation was sent to Rome to discuss the way in which Rome had changed its method of computing Easter. Again, Roman policies were not embraced by all Irish clerics. Columbanus argued with Pope Gregory XIII about Rome’s adoption of the new calendar. Overall, significant differences remained between the Roman and the Irish approach, which proved a source of frustration to successive popes, especially as the Irish Church had so many admirers in Europe.


Although Patrick claimed to have little education and he wrote an unrefined form of Latin, one of his legacies was the foundation of a scholarly and sophisticated Church that was admired throughout Europe. Within a century of Patrick, missionaries such as Columbanus were fluent in Latin. Irish scribes were also important, and they were particularly admired for the way in which they illuminated their writings. Irish monasticism did not remain confined to Ireland, but Irish missionaries travelled over Europe and possibly even reached America. The Irish monks were influential in founding important monasteries, including those at Iona, Auxerre, Bobbio, Cologne, Salzburg and Würzburg. The monastery at Whitby was founded by Hilda, grand-niece of Edwin of Northumbria. St Aiden made her abbess, and possibly even ordained her as a bishop. Whitby was a mixed community. Even after the Synod of Whitby, Hilda refused to adopt the Roman teachings but continued with her Celtic traditions. Some of the early missionaries viewed their travels as a form of penitence, with overseas missions regarded as exile. A number of monasteries even used being sent on an overseas mission as punishment for a transgression. A valuable source for appreciating the influence of the Irish Church was the scholar-monk Bede from County Durham, who wrote about Irish missionaries on the continent. Although the primary aim of Irish missionaries was to evangelise, they also built up libraries and thus established centres of learning overseas. The fact that Irish monks had their own distinctive style of teaching, and did not follow Rome in many of their practices, also made them stand out. Furthermore, unlike their European counterparts, Irish monks had a heavy reliance on corporal punishment, penitence and aestheticism. The more punitive aspects of monastic life were gradually abandoned, possibly as a consequence of European influences.


Ireland’s reputation as a centre of learning and devotion ensured that missionaries throughout Europe knew and emulated its practices. Even at this stage, parts of Britain were still pagan and were regarded as a challenge by Irish monks. In turn British missionaries visited Ireland in the sixth and seventh centuries. By the seventh century also, students from Britain were travelling to Ireland for learning. Scottish and Welsh missionaries were particularly important in establishing monasteries in Ireland. The Welsh missionaries Cadoc and Gildas were associated with the establishment of Clonard monastery. Under the tutelage of Finnian, Clonard produced a remarkable new generation of missionaries, sometimes referred to as ‘the twelve apostles of Ireland’. These men each went on to found their own monasteries, including Clonfert monastery by Brendan; Aghaboe monastery by Cainneach; Clonmacnoise monastery by Ciarán; Durrow, Derry and Iona monasteries by Colum Cille; Glasnevin monastery by Mobhi; and Devenish monastery by Molaisse. Learning and the spread of ideas were reciprocal. Irish monks received Latin books from overseas and increasingly Irish monks took their books to the continent. New monasteries invariably included a library.


In addition to the spread of Christianity, other significant changes were taking place in Irish society. The Irish language underwent a number of radical changes between the fourth and seventh centuries, as a consequence of which ‘Archaic’ (or ‘Primitive’) Irish was replaced with what became referred to as Old Irish. Early Irish is mostly associated with a form of writing known as ‘ogham’, which was based on slashes of different length. Its most frequent use was in memorial stones, probably those used by Druid priests. The arrival of Christianity, which made extensive use of Latin, also contributed to the transition from Archaic to new (or ‘Old’) Irish. Although the Church, especially the monasteries, was associated with learning, a district secular education survived which educated successive groups in law, genealogy, and a wide range of artistic and literary activities. These learned men were the carriers of a secular culture which kept the view of a heroic Celtic past alive. Their knowledge and traditions were not based on the written word but on memory. After Patrick, though, a written tradition emerged and, rather than continue to be distinct, written and oral histories came together and proved to be mutually enriching. One consequence was that oral traditions were written down. An unusual but exciting aspect of the new writings was that they utilised both the Latin and the Irish language, borrowing ideas and techniques from each other’s conventions. Learning was also spread by laymen who chose to obtain their education in the monasteries. This, in turn, probably helped spread the knowledge of Latin. By the eighth century, therefore, the gap between the Latin and the Irish worlds had narrowed, as had the gap between laymen and clerics, church and secular symbols, heroic tales and history.


Conclusion


The seventh and eighth centuries are sometimes called the Irish golden age, or even the Irish Enlightenment. Irish society was quite prosperous, while, largely because of the activities of the monks, Ireland was admired in many parts of Europe for its learning and culture. The fact that Ireland’s cultural blossoming coincided with a period of stagnation of art and learning in the rest of Europe made the Irish contribution stand out. Ireland became a cultural magnet: by the middle of the seventh century, Durrow monastery, in the midlands of the country, was attended by students from eighteen other European countries. Much of the success of the early Irish Church was attributed to the strong foundations provided by Patrick. His supremacy – which grew in the centuries after his death – overshadowed the contribution of other saints and holy people. By the ninth century, when the Vikings arrived, Irish society was structured, stratified and settled, based on a complex system of reciprocal obligations and duties. Christianity was not only firmly established in Ireland but its success meant that Irish colonies had been established overseas.


Regardless of all the changes that had taken place since the fifth century, by the end of the eighth century Ireland was comparatively stable, and both secular and ecclesiastical traditions had learnt to coexist. Conflict between the rulers continued, although the supremacy of the Uí Néill had contributed to a decline in internecine conflict. The new Church had shown itself to be tenacious and adaptable, responding to both internal and external challenges. The monastic system, however, was in slow decline, and this decline was expedited after 795 when Viking invaders started destroying religious shrines in Scotland. An early warning of the impact of these raids was provided in the religious settlement founded by St Colum Cille in Iona. The Vikings were interested in taking slaves and treasures, and they found both in the monastic settlements, killing monks who got in their way. After their initial raid on Iona in 795, they returned every few years, and in 806 the abbot decided to return to Ireland, taking the remaining valuables. This included the Book of Kells, which was of little interest to the raiders, who were illiterate and pagan. However, the fact that it remained unfinished may be due to the disruption the raids caused. The Vikings then moved westwards and their incursions into Ireland marked the beginning of a new phase of invasion that threatened not only the Gaelic way of life but also the survival of the Christian Church.




TWO


VIKING RAIDS AND THEIR


AFTERMATH


c. Eighth to Eleventh Centuries


The Vikings came to Ireland as raiders, but within a few generations they had become peaceful farmers. None the less, their arrival – and the destruction that ensued – contributed to a period of economic and cultural decline. The destruction of many monasteries and the departure of many monks affected all aspects of Irish life.


This chapter focuses on the impact of the arrival of the Vikings in Ireland and the changing balance of power between the settlers, the Irish kings and the Christian Church. Literary evidence is limited but archaeological remains and artefacts, some in Scandinavia, provide insights into the Viking period in Ireland. Irish sources also reveal that by the eleventh century, the integration of natives and Vikings had created a new group in Ireland known as the Hiberno-Norse or Norse-Irish.


The Coming of the Vikings


The Viking period in Ireland is not clearly delineated, although Viking interest in the country started in the late eighth century and continued until the tenth century. The Vikings, or Norsemen, were Scandinavian and came predominantly from Sweden, Denmark and Norway. In Ireland they were referred to as ‘Ostmen’, that is, ‘men of the east’. Their development of the longboat made it possible for them to sail long distances in a relatively short time. When the Vikings first arrived in Ireland, they were still fairly new to raiding, having started a systematic programme of attacks only in 793, when they plundered monasteries in Lindisfarne off the east coast of England. It was only a matter of time before they crossed the Irish Sea. The first Viking raids on Ireland took place about 795, and for the next thirty years they averaged about one a year. After this, the periodic ransacking of Irish treasures had been replaced by permanent occupation. By this stage, the Norsemen had also started to plunder parts of France, Iceland, Greenland, Russia and Scotland, reaching as far as the coasts of Constantinople, North Africa and North America.


Monasteries were important targets for the first wave of Viking marauders, not only as a source of precious treasures, but also to supply them with slaves and other provisions. The early Viking raids, therefore, were made on the wealthy monastic settlements, and it was the monks who provided the earliest written descriptions of the new raiders. Inevitably, their narratives were not flattering. The attackers were pagans with little respect for Christian icons or sites. The early raids were brutal, with the pillaging and taking of slaves being followed by burning of the site. The monks and scholars were either killed or captured and sold into slavery. In 845 the primate of Armagh was captured and imprisoned by the Vikings. Because the arrival of the Norsemen coincided with the decline of the monasteries, it was also easy to blame them for undermining scholarly learning, especially in the Latin language. They were mostly illiterate and therefore regarded by their victims as philistines. The early attacks were on Irish monastic settlements such as Rathlin Island, Inishmurray, Inishbofin and Sceilg Mhicíl, all of which had little protection. In order to safeguard some of the monastic valuables, the Irish monks deliberately removed them, initially from the islands onto the mainland and then from Ireland to the continent. Some, however, were lost at sea. The customary image of the Vikings, therefore, was of an unskilled, belligerent and boorish people. In popular memory, the Vikings were simply remembered as ruthless plunderers. In contrast, Scandinavian sagas written in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries glorified the Viking adventurers as great warriors with superhuman strength. Reality and mythology became linked in characters such as Ivar the Boneless, who plundered Dublin in the 860s. In literary accounts, he became a heroic figure with extraordinary powers, probably based on the less glamorous character of the Viking warrior Ingwaer.


In reality the Vikings were a diverse people who were proficient in a range of areas. In addition to being renowned as shipbuilders, seamen and looters, they were skilled horsemen, and able to extend their raids inland. They were also farmers, and their desire to establish communities overseas was possibly motivated by population growth in their own lands. Some of the land in Scandinavia was of poor quality, and farming was hampered by long, cold winters. Also, because they practised a system of primogeniture, there was an incentive for younger sons to seek a livelihood elsewhere. Like Celtic society, Norse society was sophisticated, possessing high levels of technical, mathematical and artistic skills. Norsemen were particularly proficient in metalwork, which was used not only for making jewellery but also for military equipment, such as metal or leather helmets and the iron axes, double-edged swords and spears that made them such fierce warriors. Some of their leaders’ swords were elaborately decorated. Their mathematical expertise was reflected not only in their navigational ability, but also in their interest in weights and measures – signified in their mercantile interests. Their skills, as carpenters, technicians, mathematicians and navigators, were apparent in their impressive boats and ability to traverse the unpredictable seas of Europe. Viking ships were not only beautifully crafted vessels, which demonstrated their technical ability, but they were also elaborately decorated, with mastheads usually carved in animal form. Furthermore, although they initially acted as pirates, in their wake new trading and shipping routes were established, linking the towns, markets and waterways of Europe.


The early phase of the Viking attacks was largely unchallenged, the Vikings having both superior weaponry and the advantage of surprise. The monasteries were undefended, the wooden buildings surrounded only by earthen enclosures. The Irish kings were slow to respond to the arrival of the Norsemen. The southern Uí Néill attempted to stop the Norsemen, but they themselves were routed. The Irish kings, however, did not mount a sustained resistance to this onslaught. The fact that Ireland was divided into so many kingdoms made a united front difficult, especially as the two most powerful dynasties, the Uí Néill of Tara and the Eóganachta kings of Cashel, were bitter rivals and sporadically at war. The resumption of internal conflicts between Irish kings coincided with the external Viking assault. The conflict between Irish kings was often violent, and in the ninth century it resulted in more churches being destroyed by the Irish than by the Vikings.


For a few years after 850 the frequency of attacks diminished as the attention of the Vikings seemed to have turned from Ireland to Britain and the Isle of Man. But the respite for the Irish people was short-lived. At the end of the eighth century Viking raids on Ireland became both more numerous and more intrepid. Increasingly also, their desire for treasure, and their tactic of looting and destruction, was replaced by their wish to find fertile land for communities. Their early raids had been on isolated monastic settlements, but by the ninth century the nature of the raids changed, as single ships were replaced with fleets of vessels containing between fifty to one hundred ships. This made large-scale raids now possible, and rather than the attacks being forays quickly carried out, they became more sustained, with the objective of establishing long-term bases overseas. In addition to monasteries and churches, farms and communities were also plundered. This new pattern of attack, combined with both the numerical strength and superior weaponry of the Norsemen, made them appear unstoppable. By the time the Irish kings had regrouped to mount a counter-attack, the Vikings had started to establish permanent bases in the east of the country. To protect themselves against the native Irish, they usually fortified their settlements. In the second half of the ninth century the Vikings were undertaking incursions into the interior of the country, both on horseback and along the waterways. None the less, the Viking attacks resulted in changes in Irish building practices. The ring-forts and crannogs, which had been the preferred form of dwelling before the Vikings, were replaced by souterrains. These were man-made tunnels that had been used in the early Christian period as places of refuge or for hiding valuables. Their use became more widespread in areas under threat of Viking attack. Round towers were also constructed from the beginning of the tenth century on monastic sites. Although they were bell towers, their primary role was defensive. They were usually at least five storeys high and each floor provided a separate unit of defence, accessible only by ladder. Although monasteries could still be destroyed, the towers provided an early warning system of attacks and some protection for the monks and their possessions.


The first Viking settlements were temporary camps, or longphorts, where raiding parties could spend the winter. They were usually situated beside a river, which provided both shelter and good access to the interior of the country. Two of the early longphorts were at Dublin, or Dubhlinn (meaning black pool), near the mouth of the River Liffey, and Annagassan in Louth. Smaller camps were located at Dunrally in Laois and Athlunkard in Clare. While the inland bases were quickly abandoned, some of the coastal bases became permanent settlements. The Dublin longphort, which allowed both good internal access and excellent contact with other Viking areas, rose in prominence after 841. The Vikings established a permanent base there that grew into the centre of their system of administration and trade. Dublin was well situated to allow the Vikings in Ireland to maintain communication with Viking settlements elsewhere. It quickly became one of the major Viking settlements in Europe, gaining importance as a centre for selling slaves to Britain. Within Dublin, streets, craft shops and businesses were opened and a thingmote or assembly place established, in addition to the creation of designated burial areas. Its security from native attack was maintained by the building of a rampart or wall to surround it. All of these measures suggested the Vikings had long-term plans to stay. Other Viking towns included Waterford, Youghal and Cork, although they could not rival the success of Dublin. The economic system within the Viking towns became so superior to that of the other parts of the country that Irish merchants wanted to trade with these areas. Overall, though, the success of the Vikings in their early period of settlement meant that there was a marked divide between the economies in the Viking and non-Viking areas.


The Viking settlers also brought their own traditions to Ireland. Although the monks regarded them as barbaric, some of them could read and write, and they had their own alphabet, called the futhark, based on an elaborate system of marks known as runes. As in Ireland, the oral tradition of storytelling was very important. Both the Vikings and the Irish placed a high value on storytelling and in both societies poets were elevated to privileged positions. Viking poets or skalds, like their Irish counterparts, were hired by the rich to recount heroic tales of the past. Death also was taken seriously. Viking burials could be elaborate, with some men buried with their swords or tools, and women with their jewellery or household items. They were usually laid with their head facing east. Eminent warriors were interred in their ships, which were then set on fire. Although the early Viking settlers were pagans, they believed in the other world and Odin, the god of death, was the most powerful of all their deities. The other important Viking gods were Thor, the god of thunder; Njord, the god of travel and trade; Freya, the goddess of fertility; and Freyr, the god of the harvest and of health and wealth. Many of their gods had parallels in Celtic traditions: Lug, for example, was the pagan god of the harvest and his feast day was absorbed into the Christian calendar. Viking mythology included stories of the Valkyrie, who were women warriors, but in reality the Viking warriors and traders were men, although as they settled in Ireland, some women joined them. Clearly, there were significant gender differences between roles assigned to Norse men and women, although the latter had a high level of independence. Apart from looking after the homes, women were spinners and weavers, and were usually responsible for medical treatments. They looked after the farms while the men were away either fighting or trading. A significant difference between Norse women and those elsewhere was that the former had considerable legal rights that did not disappear when they married. A married woman retained control of any wealth or money she brought into the marriage. She could also initiate a divorce based on unreasonable behaviour, and the process was simple.
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