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LEARNING TO WRITE IN THE CELTIC STYLE c. AD 800





I cannot have been more than six or seven years old the day my mother took me to Kildare. It was Easter time, and she was going there to visit her aunt who for almost fifty years had lived in St Brigid’s community. As we travelled across the wide grassy plain, my mother told me of how St Brigid had received from the local king all this land which the monastery still controlled. After my mother and her aunt had talked for what seemed hours, we went to the big stone church to pray before St Brigid’s fire. It has been burning continuously for about three hundred years, and people come from all over Ireland to pray before it. We had been there for a little while, when I suddenly noticed on the main altar, open on a stand, a huge book with colours that glowed in the reflection of the fire. My great-aunt, seeing how fascinated I was, brought me closer to the altar where I could gaze up at the marvellous designs and pictures. On one page I could see four angels, one standing and three lying on top of large letters, and a purple frame was drawn around the page. The top corner of the frame turned into a monster’s head with a long tongue winding in and out of its mouth. It looked scary, especially in the flickering light. My great-aunt explained that the angels were the ones who sat in the empty tomb to tell the apostles that Jesus had risen from the dead. She said that this page was always open during Easter Week – but I was only half listening to her. I could have stayed for ages looking at that page. The more I looked, the more I saw. There were two birds in the middle of a letter and an entire flock of blue and yellow birds around the border. I was able to count at least twelve of them, but couldn’t be sure.


Soon we had to go, but I had seen something that I would never forget, and I couldn’t stop talking about the book and asking all kinds of questions as we travelled home next day. My mother tried to answer as best as she could, but finally gave up and told me to ask Fergus the priest who sometimes came to our crannóg and who had all the answers. He actually visited us some days later to bring Easter communion to my grandfather who wasn’t able to go out anymore, and afterwards my mother told him about my fascination with the big book in Kildare. He smiled and said that he also had a book with some pictures in it, and would I like to see it. With that he took out of his leather bag a small fat book and undid the clasps to open it. Imagine my excitement when he asked me if I would like to take the book and look at it outside in the sunshine! My mother sent me down to the lake to wash my hands. When I came running back she had a deerskin spread on the ground outside. She then handed me his book – it was heavy because of the wooden covers, and I needed both hands to hold it. I sat down impatiently and opened a book for the first time! I must admit that I was a bit disappointed because of all the writing in it, pages and pages full of tiny letters, and since I could not read I kept turning pages to look for pictures. I found four pictures and four pages of brightly painted letters. These I can remember very clearly: there was a man with wings who looked a bit like the angels on the Easter page in Kildare; there was an eagle with brightly painted feathers, a sharp beak and pointed claws. There was a very good picture of a calf – just like the ones I had to look after – except this one had wings like the eagle. The strangest of all was another animal, very fierce looking with four legs, claws and lots of hair around his head. Later the priest told me that this beast was called a lion. I was frightened by this drawing at first and had some nightmares about it, but my mother told me that there were no lions in Ireland at all and that the painter had made up the drawing out of his head.
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As time passed I kept thinking of books and pictures of monsters. My brothers made fun of me because I didn’t play war games or have sword fights. I also disliked hurling because my fingers were often hit.


When I was ten years old my father arranged with the head of the monastery school at Kells that I should go there to study writing, painting, reading and books. That was four years ago. I liked the school, and at the end of the third year I did quite well in the Latin, writing and drawing examinations. This test will explain what we learned in the monastery school.
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First came the Latin exam. In the junior school we learned Latin and prayers together because we study the psalms. I was asked to recite from memory ten psalms selected from the first fifty psalms. The teacher examining would say the first few words of a psalm, and the student had to continue. After the recitation we were asked to translate certain verses into Irish and explain them. The exam in writing was the hardest. The master gave each of us a piece of vellum which had, on top of the page, the opening words of a psalm written out in his own beautiful script. We had to continue writing the psalm, having cut our pens to match his and ruled the lines correctly. I was pleased to get Lavabo inter innocentes, a psalm I remembered well because it was always said during mass.


The final part of the test was to draw and colour the first letter of the psalm which the master had left out. On my sheet this was L, a letter I liked, and one which I knew well from examining decorated examples in gospel books. St Matthew’s gospel begins with L, Liber generationis, and the first words of gospels are always beautifully drawn. Anyway, I passed all sections of the exam and was promoted to work in the scriptorium full time, and since then I spend most of my days copying out books.


My cousin Dara, who really wants to be a metal worker, did poorly in the written exam. He told me afterwards that he didn’t recognize the psalm at all and spent most of his time pulling the little feathers out of his quill. He always says that he finds writing boring and prefers to be carving. He makes beautiful designs on bone and spends all his free time in the metal workshop where he is sometimes allowed to work the bellows of the furnace.


The scriptorium is a great place in which to work. I like it because it is quiet, bright and comfortable. Absolutely no talking is allowed, and the only sound to be heard there is the scratching of pens. There is a room beside the scriptorium where the vellum, quills, paints and other materials are stored. Here one is allowed to speak in a low voice, and the master is in this room first thing every morning to deal with any problems the young scribes might have. Sometimes I would have to ask him to help me read a difficult passage or perhaps check a spelling or the meaning of an abbreviation. I found the abbreviations very difficult at the beginning, and I still often have to consult the list I made then which I keep by my desk. Some scribes who just copy all the time can be very accurate pen-men, but I always like to understand what I’m writing, and I love to see familiar passages. It’s very important, however, not to let the mind wander as any mistake or carelessness breaks the rhythm and often means working through mealtimes to scrape and rewrite a page. A piece of vellum which has been scraped more than once can be harder to write on, and the rumbling of an empty stomach is a dreadful embarrassment in the silence of the room.
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Not far from where I write there is another scriptorium, newly built, where none of us young students are allowed to visit: this is where scribes from the monastery of Iona are working. Altogether there are seven master scribes and illuminators working on a great gospel book in honour of our father and founder St Columcille. From what I have heard said, I have no doubt it will be the most beautiful book ever made.


Soon I will have spent five years in Kells. My father and many of my family will then come on a special visit to the monastery as he will be handing over a tract of land to the community for their use. This arrangement was agreed upon by my family and will be in exchange for my education and keep. The land will remain under the control of the abbot as long as I or any of my cousins are here. The day of the family visit we will all be treated to a special meal in the guesthouse after which, the master of the scriptorium told me, they will be shown samples of my work and that of my cousin Dara. For me the most important item will be the small gospel book which I finished recently and which is being given to a holy monk who cannot write anymore due to an accident. He is going to live with the hermits on Skeilig Rock in the Western Sea. When my brothers see my book they will ask the usual boring questions, ‘How long did it take?’ or ‘What happens when you make a mistake?’ My mother, however, will want to know in detail how I made it so I will explain the whole process step by step.


One of the first things we learn at school is the alphabet. The teacher uses the alphabet stone to teach the letters, and students can run their fingers around the shapes on the stone and learn very quickly. The next step is to practise making the letter shapes using chaik and a slate. Right from the beginning one is taught that when  forming a letter one writes from the top downwards, moving the chalk down and across the slate. Even the letter O must be made in two parts in order to keep the downwards movement. This seems awkward at first but soon gets easier, and the chalk squeaks if you push it up the slate!
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After some time with the slates we are allowed to try out the writing tablet and stylus. Writing tablets are rectangular wooden frames filled in with beeswax. Each tablet has two sides lightly coated with wax. The stylus is a piece of metal sharply pointed at one end and smooth and flat at the other. We use the sharp end to draw letters on the wax and the flat end for rubbing out. If one rubs the wax quickly to and fro it heats up a little and melts over the lettermarks leaving a perfectly smooth surface. 
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