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INTRODUCTION




  We can only know fragments of the past, dependent as we are on written sources of varying degrees of importance and reliability. For most of history, there are no newspapers,

  no oral testimonies, few personal diaries, none of the stuff that offers a glimpse of the dull, quotidian life. For the period from about 1000 CE, depending on where you

  are, there will be increasing deposits of official documents, government and legal papers and proclamations of various sorts. Reliance on these archival fragments means that most histories are

  perforce political and military – an examination of the pursuit of power and the rise and fall of states. This bias is well understood and, in truth, it is what interests general readers.

  Still, the narrative is further edited by the knowledge of where we are now; the temptation – necessity, perhaps – to choose disproportionately those events and developments that

  carried us here or that endorse and validate a current orthodoxy.




  The history of Ireland is as prone to these temptations as that of any other place. The grand narrative, almost impossible to avoid, is the freedom song: the story of insular difference and

  particularism, which eventually finds its supreme expression in nationalism and independence. This book does not pretend to evade or bypass this way of framing the story of Ireland’s past, precisely because it is impossible to do so. What it hopes to do instead is to maintain an alertness to other possibilities and to mitigate the dangers of a

  one-dimensional perspective.




  Let’s start with the obvious. Ireland is an island. A mental map of the place sees it as a unity, because islands – especially small ones – seem to propose a kind of natural

  integrity. To divide them seems artificial. We think of Iceland, Sicily, Crete and Corsica quite correctly as undivided entities, and many islands are indeed like that. It is the exceptions that

  should give us pause: Cyprus, Hispaniola, New Guinea, Borneo, Timor. And, er, Great Britain. But even where islands remain undivided, national independence is no automatic corollary. Islands can be

  unitary and independent (Iceland) or divided politically (Hispaniola) or partitioned (Cyprus) or federated in archipelagic states (the Philippines, Indonesia, the north and south islands of New

  Zealand and Japan) or can have any other set of relations imaginable. There is no causal link between being an island and being – well, anything in particular, at least in terms of state

  formation.




  This is important in the Irish case because the dominant paradigm in Irish history – the nationalist freedom narrative – takes unity and independence as moral axioms. They are

  something properly to be desired, their absence something to be deplored. On the other hand, a nineteenth-century Tory could just as plausibly (or perhaps that should be implausibly) argue that the

  archipelagic United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland created by the Act of Union of 1801 was the most natural order of things, given precedents elsewhere, the proximity of the two islands,

  their location at the north-west margin of continental Europe, their long historical entanglement with each other, their more recently acquired linguistic unity and so on. It was a view that, even

  then, persuaded very few people in Ireland and will persuade no more than a handful of eccentrics in the Republic today. That said, some of the arguments implicit in it have vaulted right over the UK and have found positive approval in Irish attitudes to the European Union (EU).




  Interrogating Ireland’s past with reference to such theories opens more doors and offers potentially richer and more nuanced answers than a relentless focus on the freedom narrative. It

  all might have worked out differently. Why is Ireland more Cyprus than Sicily? And crucially, what impelled it to take the course that it did – what was the critical variable in the

  historical equation? For the fact is that, in nationalist Ireland at least (and that encompasses about 80 per cent of the island’s population), the freedom narrative is not merely taken for

  granted as forming the shape of the past, it is also a powerful enabling myth in sustaining the present. This is both reason to acknowledge its potency and to suspect its easy answers.




  Islands are generally different in some way, great or small, relative to the mainland or metropole. The differences can express themselves in language and dialect, dress and diet, social

  hierarchies, patterns of political behaviour, patron–client relations and economic activity. Yet difference is not isolation. Sicily, standing in the middle of the Mediterranean astride all

  the major trade routes, is obviously of enormous commercial and strategic importance. Its interaction with the rest of the world has been in large part determined by geography, yet it has retained

  a stubborn and secretive code of differences, while remaining rather obviously Italian. Ireland, whose strategic importance is not nearly as great, has nonetheless felt the push and pull of

  invaders and emigrants and has always retained a sense of its own difference, while remaining rather obviously European (or, some might say, British).




  Invaders. The freedom narrative imagines an ancient Arcadia that has been violated by Vikings, Normans, Cromwellians and others in successive waves. Of course, the indigenous Gaels thus

  disturbed had themselves been invaders in the remote prehistoric past. Their title to the island in perpetuity was no greater than anyone else’s. It is the way with islands: they are both

  open to conquest and skilled at absorbing the invaders.




  The key point here is that the freedom narrative occludes as much as it illuminates. If the story of Ireland is simply the rejection of foreign rule and control and the

  recovery of native autonomy, the whole set of relationships between it and the rest of the world (not just Britain) is reduced to a static tableau. Without invaders, immigrants and the influences

  they have brought over time, modern Ireland is literally unimaginable. To take the simplest example: I am writing this in English. Without external influences – very often hostile or

  aggressive in the beginning – we would have no English language, no towns or cities, no counties, no parliamentary government, a different legal system, no idea of nationalism. That last

  point is important. Nationalism itself, the very heartbeat of modern Irish particularism, is an import from France, and a fairly recent one at that in terms of historical time.




  I am less concerned to subvert the freedom narrative, which has much merit in explaining how modern Ireland developed, as to augment it by stressing the importance of historical developments

  that sit uneasily with it or with which it feels uncomfortable. The intention is to give an overview that is as nuanced as possible. Not least, it helps to recall that there is more to Ireland than

  the nationalist tradition: there is another Irish community in the province of Ulster that holds fast to the British metropole, rejects nationalism and is en titled to have its voice heard, albeit

  that voice can sometimes be shrill and exasperating. The unionists of Northern Ireland are the most visible example of a historical community, once settlers, now established on the island for four

  centuries, whose moral legitimacy is at best only grudgingly acknowledged by the nationalist majority.




  Small islands are seldom ethnic frontiers, where different tribes collide and mix. In the nature of things, these ethno-cultural boundaries are more usually found at pressure points on

  continental land masses. The Balkans and the Caucasus are the most obvious examples in modern Europe. But as recently as 1939, the continent was a potpourri of ethnic and religious groups, with ubiquitous minorities. The old multi-ethnic and multilingual empires were far better at accommodating and reconciling these differences – in allowing diverse tribes

  to coexist in relative harmony – than the unitary nation states that succeeded them. Such nation states are now the norm in Europe. Only a wholesale process of ethnic cleansing and forced

  migration during and after the Second World War created this series of monocultural nation states, purged of their minorities. Yet ethnic frontiers remain – not just the obvious two in

  south-eastern Europe, but also in pockets such as the Alto Adige (a German-speaking enclave in northern Italy) or the large Russian minority in Estonia.




  Ireland and Cyprus are alone in Europe in having ethnic frontiers on small islands. In both cases, the response has been the same: partition, the solution that no one wanted but everyone can

  somehow live with. In the Irish case, the presence of a regional minority in the north-east, dissenting from the mainstream national consensus, is a reminder of the persistence of such anomalies as

  well as their universality. One might almost say that Scotland ends, not at the North Channel, but along the line of the River Bann.




  Ireland’s story may be that of an island, but not an island that stands alone or that behaves differently to the rest of humanity. Everything that has happened there has also happened

  somewhere else. Ireland, like any other place, is at once unique and stereotypical.




  Until the middle of the sixteenth century, there was little about Irish history that was remarkable in a comparative European context. It had remained outside the ambit of the

  Roman Empire but so had all of Germany and much of central Europe. In the post-Roman world, however, there was a significant departure from the European norm, or rather an absence. The great wave

  of Asiatic, and later Germanic, tribes that pushed ever westward from the vast continental heartland towards the Atlantic margin did not occupy Ireland. It was left in the possession of a Celtic people already in occupation for the best part of a millennium.




  The Angles, Saxons and Jutes that settled Great Britain from the fifth century on never pushed west into Ireland. The only substantial linkage between the two islands in the early Middle Ages

  was the seaborne Gaelic kingdom of Dal Riada, with twin poles in north-east Ulster and south-west Scotland, a nice example of medieval archipelagic possibility. For the rest of the island, there

  was no violent intrusion of new settlers, such as marked the post-Roman world from Lithuania to Portugal. There was an immemorial cultural integrity about Ireland that made the shock of invasion,

  when it finally arrived, so traumatic.




  That invasion was the work of the Vikings. As in England, their impact was enduring but not permanent. In both instances, the subsequent incursion by the Normans – themselves of remote

  Viking origins – was more decisive. But because Ireland had been spared the general European experience of invasion, colonization and settlement by nomadic tribes in the fifth and sixth

  centuries, these later arrivals irrupted into a space that enjoyed cultural (but not political or administrative) unity and that felt cocooned from seaborne violence.




  This is not the same as saying that Gaelic Ireland was an introverted dead end. It was different, but not isolated. For in the fifth and sixth centuries – the very times when the tribal

  invasions of continental Europe were at their height – the island belatedly embraced a version of the now defunct Roman Empire. It converted to Christianity. This is by far the most

  significant thing that happened in the first millennium CE. The version of Christianity that took root in Ireland was Latin, in that it acknowledged the authority of the

  Pope in Rome and conducted its liturgy in that language. Given the later triumph of Latin Christianity in the world at large it is worth recalling that at the time of Ireland’s

  evangelization, the Eastern or Greek church centred on Byzantium had a far wider reach. (Had history worked out differently, that church – the one that embraces

  Orthodox and Coptic Christianity – might well have achieved the pre-eminence later enjoyed by Rome.)




  So Ireland became part of the Latin Christian world. Well, sort of: from the start it was semi-detached. Its early missionaries brought the Christian faith to the newly established pagan tribes

  on the continent, beyond question the most enduring achievement of any Irish enterprise in history. But the Irish church itself was outside the central usages of the mainstream Latin church. Its

  structure was monastic, not diocesan, reflecting the absence of towns in Gaelic Ireland. The diocesan system, on the other hand, had developed in the old post-Roman heartland – Italy, eastern

  and southern France, and in parts of the Rhineland. Here, a network of towns had been the basic building blocks of civil society for generations, so it was unsurprising that the church founded its

  organizational structure on this network – a stable remnant in a shattered world.




  No such structure was possible in Ireland. The monasteries that developed profusely in early Christian times have sometimes been described as proto-towns, but the term is both ambiguous and

  fanciful. The monasteries were simply not designed to act as potential towns and never developed the sinews of urban life in terms of trade, commerce, secular settlement or civic administration. It

  is significant that when proper towns were finally established in Ireland by the Vikings, and later augmented by the Normans, the call for the organizational reform of the medieval Irish church

  focused on the need to supplant the monastic system with a diocesan one. Once the towns were in place, the essential and necessary condition for diocesan organization was present.




  In sum, early medieval Ireland made a notable contribution to post-Roman Europe by helping to evangelize the successor states formed by Germanic and Asiatic tribes both inside and outside the

  boundaries of the old empire. It did this from a base which was in communion with the papacy but organizationally distinct from the heartland of Latin Christianity until the twelfth century. Like many other corners of Europe, it retained its own particular practices and structures.




  Indeed, its ascetic monasticism mirrored that of the Eastern church, and there are teasing suggestions that Irish monastic scribes may have had contact with scriptoria as far away as the great

  monastery of St Catherine on Mount Sinai, the source of the largest single collection of illuminated manuscripts in the early Christian world. The Irish place name ‘Dysert’, as in

  Dysert O’Dea, Co. Clare, meant a hermitage or place of retreat, to which holy men repaired to pray atonement for the sins of the secular world and to deepen their own spirituality.

  ‘Dysert’ is cognate with the Latin ‘desertus’ or English ‘desert’. Early Irish Christianity diverged from the norms then developing in the Latin

  heartland, but it may also have drawn inspiration from more distant Christian practice. It is intriguing to think of Irish anchorite monks, in their remote Atlantic cells, as occidental desert

  fathers.




  The merest glance at an atlas confirms Ireland’s status as a European island. To make a heroic generalization, it is in Europe but not always of it. The civilization that

  gradually formed around the core of Latin Christianity from the ninth century onwards pulsed strongest at the centre, more weakly at the margins. To take one example, Ireland has no great

  cathedrals to rival those of Italy, Germany, France or England. As the Latin world grew in confidence, having split from the Eastern Orthodox church in 1054, it created a common culture that

  embraced most of the continent, including Scandinavia and the Baltic states, west of a line roughly drawn from Helsinki to the heel of Italy.




  The great fracture in that civilization came with the Reformation in the early sixteenth century. The intellectual fissure in the Latin Christian church affected Ireland as surely as it affected

  every other corner of Europe. From the Reformation until the present day, the question of confessional allegiance has been the Irish question. In modern times, to be Roman Catholic has been overwhelmingly to be a nationalist, aspiring to weaken or destroy the British connection; to be Protestant has similarly been to be unionist. The exceptions on both sides have

  been statistically negligible. (From this pattern, I naturally exclude the Protestant population of the modern Republic: times move on.)




  The origin of this lies in Ireland’s response to the Reformation, a response unique in Europe and beyond question the most complete departure from normative European practice in its

  history. Previously, Ireland’s engagement with Europe was either partial or hesitant or eccentric or, on some occasions as with the early missionaries, formative. But the island’s

  response to the Reformation represented a fracture.




  The standard European response to the intellectual and spiritual tumult of the Reformation was summed up in the formula cuius regio, eius religio. The phrase is usually translated as

  ‘whose kingdom, his religion’, meaning that a king or ruler could choose whether to be Catholic or Protestant and that choice would then be binding on his subjects. It was an indication

  of the degree to which the Reformation was an elite project, whose confessional passions hardly stirred the indifferent multitude. It was also a German solution to a German problem, for the lands

  between the Rhine and the Oder were the heart of the Lutheran revolt. By imposing this top-down formula, the Peace of Augsburg (1555) saved central Europe from religious civil war for more than

  sixty years, until the strain grew too great to bear and the continent collapsed into the horrors of the Thirty Years War, the most destructive and consequential conflict prior to 1914.




  Most of Europe followed the German example, which is why France persecuted its Huguenot minority; Spain expelled Jews and Muslims; and Elizabethan England made Catholic martyrs. Religious

  uniformity became a raison d’état. It was a blunt and oppressive instrument but contemporaries could look at the agonies endured in central Europe from 1618 to 1648 and argue

  that it was better than any available alternative.




  And it worked everywhere in its rough and ready way, except in Ireland. As Diarmaid MacCulloch, the most distinguished modern historian of the Reformation, has written:

  ‘in Ireland, official Protestantism became the elite sect and Roman Catholicism the popular religion, in a result unique in the whole Reformation. In no other polity where a major monarchy

  made a long-term commitment to the establishment of Protestantism was there such a failure.’




  The causes of this failure need not detain us here: they are discussed in the body of the text. What needs to be acknowledged is that this was Ireland’s one enormous departure from

  standard European practice, and that it happened in respect of the most critical intellectual and ideological fault-line prior to the French Revolution. I use these modern terms –

  intellectual and ideological – rather than confessional or spiritual in order to emphasize that religion was the ideology of the early modern period. Nothing mattered more. And on this

  issue of all issues, Ireland was no longer semi-detached from Europe, or partial or hesitant in its embrace of something larger. It was an aberration.




  At the heart of this exceptional survival of Catholicism in the archipelagic British kingdoms lay the taproot of modern Irish nationalism. The Catholic island simply could not be comfortably

  accommodated in the greater Protestant British state. Later on, in the age of enlightenment, there were attempts to overlay this confessional impulse with secular republicanism and thus furnish

  Irish nationalism with a more modern (and acceptable) philosophical basis. It was not a total failure, for it created its own myth, but it was always a tune played in the minor key. The major key

  was Catholicism: that was the integrating factor that drove Ireland towards separation from Britain.




  Except, of course, for the bit of Ireland in which Protestantism was successfully established by the seventeenth-century plantation: Ulster. If confessional nationalism eventually succeeded in

  securing an Irish state separate from Britain, it also provided the essential condition for the partition of the island in 1920. It is no accident that the line of partition

  lies where Catholic numbers cease to be overwhelming and bump up against solid Protestant communities. It is the same logic as Cyprus.




  In the course of the long struggle to secure toleration for Irish Catholics within the Protestant British state – one that eventually resulted in separation – the

  island made one other enduring contribution to the world: mass democracy. We take democracy so completely for granted now that it is easy to forget where it happened first. If the roots were

  French, the plant was Irish. In the 1820s, Daniel O’Connell became the first political leader anywhere in the world to mobilize a mass of people – a mob, in the eyes of his horrified

  opponents – in a peaceful political cause. Andrew Jackson managed something similar in the United States a few years later with the foundation of the Democratic Party. But Ireland can

  legitimately claim to be first.




  Why Ireland? It is tempting to speculate that the exception to the Reformation settlement was a remote but plausible reason. In all of Europe, the Catholics of Ireland were the one, coherent

  group possessed of a historical memory and a myth of dispossession who had been left freestanding within a larger political unit. Around that memory and myth, it was possible to mobilize, which is

  precisely what O’Connell did. The naked sectarianism of his rhetoric makes uneasy reading for modern liberals, but he knew his market.




  Islands absorb on the one hand and export on the other. Ireland has been no different, absorbing to a greater or lesser degree ideas and structures from Europe (often mediated through an English

  filter). It has exported people, as islands do, sometimes heroically as with the early Christian missionaries, sometimes tragically as with the wretched, impoverished survivors of the Great Famine.

  Yet it was these unpromising people, fleeing from the ruin of their island, who carried the germ of mass democracy – sown by O’Connell – to the New World. They played to their

  strengths: knowledge of the English language and of how to mobilize people politically. They took over large areas of Jackson’s Democratic Party, especially the big

  city machines. The result – unlovely but brutally efficient – was Tammany Hall.




  At the heart of the Irish story there is, therefore, an irony. The island’s experience has usually been unexceptional in the larger European context: often partial, occasionally

  innovative, but rarely outright contrarian. The irony inheres in the one great exception to the rule: the failure to embrace the normal Reformation settlement, which might be another way of saying

  that England never finished the job in Ireland. The conquest was incomplete. Had it been otherwise, Ireland might have turned out to be another Wales – a playful thought.
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  PREHISTORY




  What follows is not entirely true. No history can be complete. The sources upon which it is based are always partial, often in both senses of the word. But that opening

  statement holds especially true for the first two chapters of this book. For here we are dealing with the era before written records – reliable or otherwise – and have only the

  inferences drawn from archaeology and surviving artefacts to guide us. Irish history proper gasps into life after 430 CE, with the first tentative written evidence that has

  survived. But by then, the island had already been inhabited for about 7,000 years, or about six times the span of historical time.




  This book will, therefore, focus overwhelmingly on about one-sixth of the story of human habitation in Ireland. But before we do so, it seems worth the effort to try to re-imagine the lost

  five-sixths, albeit through a cracked and distorting mirror.




  The last of the various Ice Ages ended about 10,000 BC. This is relatively late in prehistorical time and the reason for that is simply latitude. Ireland lies between

  52° and 55° N, roughly the same as the Netherlands, northern Germany, Denmark and Poland. Farther north again lie most of Russia and all of Scandinavia. The ice retreated more slowly this

  far north. Europe south of the Alps lies in the latitude 35° to 45° N, roughly the same as most of the continental United States. It was in this southern region, focused

  on the Mediterranean basin, that the earliest European civilizations developed. For most of historical time, until the second half of the second millennium AD, northern

  Europe lagged behind the south. Ireland was known to the Greeks and the Romans – especially to the latter, whose empire at its greatest extent reached almost to the shores of the island. But

  it was a remote, faraway place of little importance. In The Iliad, Homer had written of it as ‘a land of fog and gloom . . . beyond it the Sea of Death, where hell begins’.




  The retreat of the ice caused sea levels to rise and cut the British Isles off from the Eurasian land mass. In turn, it cut Ireland off from Britain. Whether the earliest known inhabitants of

  the island came by land bridge or by sea is unknown, but the earliest date for human habitation suggested by radiocarbon dating and dendrochronology is about 7000 BC.




  These first inhabitants were migrating hunter-gatherers. Their most likely point of entry was at the north-east corner, the part of Ireland closest to Britain. From Fair Head at the

  north-eastern corner, it is less than 20 km (12.5 miles) across to the Mull of Kintyre in south-west Scotland. This is also the region where archaeologists have found the oldest evidence of human

  settlement. At Mount Sandel near the modern town of Coleraine, where the River Bann becomes tidal, the remains of a Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age) settlement have been discovered and excavated.




  This Mesolithic hunter-gatherer society depended on flint for the fashioning of tools. This is a further clue to the relatively rich archaeological finds in the north-east, for in this area

  – modern Co. Antrim – are the largest and most accessible deposits of exposed flint anywhere in Ireland. Elsewhere, other stones were used by Mesolithic people to fashion weapons and

  tools, but flint was the most durable of all available stones for these purposes.




  The Mesolithic period was succeeded about 4000 BC by the Neolithic (New Stone Age). That bald statement amplifies the point about historical and

  prehistorical time, already made at the outset. In a single sentence, we have jumped a period nearly twice as long as that from the coming of Christianity to the present. The people who lived in

  Ireland in that vast span of time, perhaps a hundred generations by modern calculations, left no permanent mark on the landscape. Their Neolithic successors did.




  They did so by introducing agriculture. Rising temperatures encouraged cultivation and advances in cutting tools made forest clearance possible. Porcellanite superseded flint as the cutting

  stone of choice. It, too, was found in profusion in north Co. Antrim. Manufacturing centres were established at Tievebulliagh on the mainland and on Rathlin Island. Porcellanite axes from these

  sources have been found as far away as southern England, although most discoveries in Ireland have been, unsurprisingly, in north-east Ulster.




  Cultivation of crops not only stabilized the food supply in a manner superior to hunter-gathering, it suggested permanent settlements. The extensive and truly remarkable excavations at the

  Céide Fields, near Belderg, Co. Mayo, have revealed a large permanent agricultural settlement that subsisted on the site for at least 500 years in the fourth millennium BC. Cereals – wheat and barley – were cultivated and cattle were raised in walled enclosures. The Céide Fields are the most extensive and impressive but by no means

  the only example of Neolithic agricultural sites excavated by archaeologists.




  Neolithic settlement sites have been discovered all over the island. That at Lough Gur in Co. Limerick was a particularly sophisticated example: a circular house of stone and a rectangular one

  have both been excavated. There were others, many contained behind defensive enclosures.




  Stable settlement and a reasonably secure food supply led to a growing population and also to evidence of domestic permanence. While there is no surviving evidence of pottery from Mesolithic

  times, there is an abundance of it from the Neolithic. Pottery from this era was not thrown on a wheel but was made by hand before being fired.




  Of all the survivals of the Neolithic, by far the most impressive are its burial sites. There are three principal kinds of tombs that survive from this period: court tombs,

  portal tombs and passage tombs, of which the latter are the most impressive. All three types are covered by the generic term ‘megalithic’, meaning very large stones, for that indeed is

  what these monuments entailed. Although the matter is by no means settled, the scholarly consensus is that court tombs are the oldest. They are also the most numerous: more than 300 examples are

  known, with the preponderant concentration in the northern half of the country. A court tomb was so called because it comprised a series of chambers leading to burial gallery and was approached by

  a forecourt orientated towards some astronomical feature such as the rising sun. The most impressive example is at Creevykeel in Co. Sligo.




  Portal tombs are a variation on the court theme, providing spaces for multiple burials. Their distinguishing feature is a massive horizontal capstone set astride the upright orthostats (stone

  slabs at the base of a wall) at the entrance. They are also known as dolmens: outstanding examples may be found at Proleek, Co. Louth, and Poulnabrone, Co. Clare.




  But it is the great passage tombs that have really caught the eye and the imagination, none more so than Newgrange in Co. Meath. It is the most thoroughly excavated and restored Neolithic site

  in Ireland. It forms the centrepiece of a complex known collectively as Brú na Bóinne comprising more than forty passage graves and various other monuments and survivals. The site

  occupies a U-shaped bend in the River Boyne as it makes its way east towards the sea. It makes a near 90° turn south before resuming its easterly flow and then turning back north and then east

  again to resume its original course. Brú na Bóinne, a World Heritage Site, is contained within the rectangle of land thus enclosed by water on three sides.




  Newgrange is the principal passage tomb but its neighbours at Knowth and Dowth are also important, albeit neither of them is excavated as fully. It dates from about 2500

  BC, which means that it is probably older than the Egyptian pyramids. The circular cairn in which the passage grave itself is contained is over 100 m (328 ft) in diameter.

  It is a construction of genuine sophistication. The roofing stones were provided with shallow, concave channels to act as gutters, carrying rainwater towards the outside of the cairn and away from

  the burial chamber itself. Sure enough, when the tomb was eventually excavated, more than 4,000 years after its construction, the 19 m (62 ft) passage and the burial chamber itself were found to be

  dry: this in a landscape that can expect annual rainfall of 75 cm (30 in.). The outside of the cairn is faced in dazzling white quartz and the entrance decorated with a horizontal stone with

  elaborate spiral patterns.




  The burial chamber itself, at the end of the passage, is cruciform. It is here, on the morning of the winter solstice and on that day alone, that the rising sun is admitted through a

  light box positioned with mathematical exactitude on the roof of the cairn. The sunlight shines all the way into the back of the central burial chamber, illuminating the spiral motif at the very

  farthest back wall. This astonishing symbol of renewal, marking the approaching return of the life-giving sun from its farthest distance in the southern sky, is a moment of spiritual awe for the

  small number of people who have had the privilege to witness it. The Neolithic people who built this extraordinary structure were not just simple pastoral farmers. They were skilled in construction

  techniques, in lapidary design, in mathematical calculation and astronomical observation.




  Nor is Newgrange a fluke. Dowth is similarly orientated to the winter solstice and Knowth to the spring and autumn equinoxes. Thus the cycle of the agricultural year is symbolized in stone: the

  return of the light at midwinter (Newgrange and Dowth) and the start of sowing and harvesting (Knowth). The renewal of the year – and perhaps a spiritual promise of renewal in the afterlife

  – is marked by these astonishing structures.




  We know nothing about the people who built Newgrange and the rest of Brú na Bóinne. We don’t know who they were, or where they had come from, or what

  their religious beliefs were, or what god or gods they worshipped, or what language they spoke.




  From about 2000 BC, the Stone Age began to yield to the Bronze Age. Mining techniques were developed at sites like Mount Gabriel in Co. Cork, where copper was extracted.

  Copper, when mixed with other metals, makes an alloy that is both tensile and strong. The principal copper additive was tin, presumably imported from Cornwall. Ireland is particularly fortunate in

  the number of artefacts that have survived from the Bronze Age, and not just bronze artefacts but also gold ones. Gold mining and panning was an important economic activity. Domestic pottery became

  ever more varied and sophisticated. Impressive and fearsome bronze swords have survived, as has a profusion of superb gold ornaments: necklaces, pendants and armbands. Other necklaces in jet and

  amber, dress fasteners, horns or trumpets, shields and axes: all testify to a society growing in sophistication and technological development.




  It also, almost certainly, led to a more hierarchical organization of society. The Later Bronze Age yields evidence of the growing occupation of hilltop sites, although frustratingly there is no

  solid record of defensive structures. Still, it is reasonable to infer that the increase in hilltop settlements suggested sites chosen for purposes of military defence. By extension, we can then

  infer a kind of early warlord society and perhaps even the beginnings of rival clan structures with territorial disputes along boundaries. The proliferation of bronze swords was hardly for

  ceremonial purposes. The fact that the most prolific surviving hoards are from the Later Bronze Age further suggests a concentration of wealth – and power – in the hands of a military

  aristocracy.




  Diet in the Later Bronze Age can be inferred from deposits of animal bones in domestic middens. Beef and pork were the meats most commonly consumed and this in turn meant the development of butchering skills as well as the preservation and salting of meat. Butchering alone was time consuming and labour-intensive and the curing and preserving skills required

  to carry a stable population through the long winter were significant. In addition, cereals were widely cultivated, which suggests that sickles and millstones were required to harvest and grind the

  crop. Obviously, domestic baking skills and the use of ovens followed.




  The growing wealth and sophistication of the Later Bronze Age is evident from the surviving articles of dress and adornment. Pins, fasteners not unlike modern cufflinks in purpose if not in

  appearance, buttons, necklaces, and gold ornaments like torcs bespeak a prosperous – and most likely a hierarchical and aristocratic – society. Wool appears to be the most common

  fabric, although here the surviving evidence is very slight and there is no great evidence of sheep having been reared for meat.




  Some time from 1000 BC, and progressively from 500 BC, the Bronze Age yields to the Iron Age. And with the change came the incursion into Ireland

  of the people (or peoples) with whom the island has ever since been associated. The Iron Age brought not just a new metal and its associated technologies. It also brought the Celts, and with them a

  mythology that has never departed.
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  CELTS




  The very word is tricky. Like so many naming of peoples, the term Celt derives from a label which one society placed upon strangers outside its own community. The Greeks

  referred to certain peoples in western and central Europe as Keltoi. In modern times, the term has referred not to a nation, or a group of related tribes, but to a broad family of similar

  languages. It is this convergence of language that gives the term Celt its meaning.




  By the eighteenth century, scholars had identified certain common linguistic features between two groups of languages which seemed to have evolved from the language of ancient Gaul. The peoples

  known to the Greeks as Keltoi were known to the Romans as Gauls. They represented the indigenous peoples against which so many Roman armies were launched, most famously those of Julius Caesar.

  Geographically, their culture spread beyond modern France into the Alpine regions of Austria and southern Germany.




  Their common language is now lost and is supposed to be the taproot of the two groups of modern Celtic languages. These are Q-Celtic (Irish, Scots Gaelic and Manx) and P-Celtic (Welsh, Cornish

  and Breton). The distinction is based on a key consonant shift that can still be seen in cognate words. The word for head in Irish is ceann with the initial consonant

  pronounced like a modern qu sound. The same word in Welsh is pen. The fact that these two groups of languages almost certainly have their roots in a lost ur-language is further

  supported by common patterns of decorative design among the Celtic peoples of Europe.




  The people thus denominated by the Greeks and Romans had, therefore, a common culture of some kind which expressed itself most strongly in a common language – or, more likely, mutually

  comprehensible dialects – and distinctive forms of decorative art. They remained outside the reach of the Greek world and of the Roman Empire – except for occupied Gaul. Moreover, they

  were a constant threat to the lusher civilizations of the Mediterranean. They sacked Rome as early as 390 BC and destroyed the sacred temple of the Delphic Oracle in Greece

  in 278 BC. And they were persistent: they were a constant presence on the northern and western margins of the empire during the long centuries of Roman hegemony.




  It is now believed that there was no sudden invasion of Ireland by conquering Celts. Instead there was a steady influx of these related peoples over decades and centuries from about 500

  BC. By 200 BC the pattern is well established. The Celts were an Iron Age people, highly skilled in metalwork, and their superior military prowess

  caused them to displace the aboriginal population. Quite what became of the latter is uncertain. What is certain is that by 200 BC one group of Celtic people, the Gaeil, had

  displaced not only the aboriginals but had also imposed themselves upon other Celtic groups antecedent to them. It was these Gaeil who gave the island its linguistic unity through their language

  that we call Gaelic or Irish. It was they who subsequently carried their people and language across the narrow sea to western Scotland to produce the tribal society of the Highlands and the

  variation on the Irish language known as Scots Gaelic.




  The Gaeil represented a common linguistic and artistic culture but not a common political nation. There was no insular unity, no central political or national focus, even in

  embryo. Nor were such states at all common in contemporary Europe. Outside the empire, loosely connected warlord and tribal societies were the norm and in that sense Ireland was no exception.

  Indeed, no European kingdom in the modern sense emerges before about 800 CE.




  Land communications remained enormously difficult. Only sophisticated civil engineering cultures such as the Romans were capable of overcoming the problems, the solutions to which were well

  beyond the capacities of the Celts and other tribal societies. But the Irish Celts were able to establish local warlord kingdoms by building hillforts and securing as much of the surrounding

  countryside as possible. This led to the development of a military aristocracy, but it was one bound by law and not simply by force. The Celts had a highly elaborated system of law and a scholarly

  caste of lawyers to interpret it.




  Gaelic Ireland was a stratified society, in which there no less than twenty-seven classes of freemen. At the summit were the local kings, attended by the lawyers, druids and poets who together

  comprised the aristocracy. The poets were not simply versifiers: they were genealogists and memorialists. The body of laws and customary usages were all committed to memory, for there was no

  written literature. It was a legal system of genuine sophistication. There were specific sanctions for every crime and no one – not even kings – was superior to the law. Sagas and epics

  – many of them echoing mythological foundation tales common across Europe – were likewise transmitted orally from generation to generation. It was a society with a strong narrative

  tradition, with a mythology and a sense of its own past. But it wrote nothing down. There was a literature, but no writing.




  Nonetheless, the literature was impressive. Ireland can claim to have the oldest vernacular epic in post-Roman European history, although Wales has made similar claims. At

  any rate, the so-called Ulster Cycle of tales has a fair claim to the title. Its centrepiece, Táin Bó Cuailnge or ‘The Cattle Raid of Cooley’, tells of how Queen

  Méabh of Connacht raided the territory of King Conchobar Mac Nessa of Ulster. Her purpose was to seize the Donn Cuailnge, a super-fertile bull of legend. Her army comprised many Ulster men

  who had abandoned their province in protest against the conduct of the king. They spoke of the young Ulster hero, Cúchulainn, and his heroic deeds of valour. Indeed, it was Cúchulainn

  who arrested the queen’s progress. Most famously, he fights Méabh’s champions in single combat at a ford on the Ulster border, defeating them all in turn. The emotional climax

  comes when he fights and defeats his own beloved foster-brother, Ferdia, in mortal combat. The Connacht army is repulsed but at a terrible price.




  A very simplified form of writing did emerge around 400 CE. It was called ogham and it comprised horizontal and vertical lines scored as on a tally stick. In most cases,

  surviving ogham inscriptions are to be found on commemorative standing stones. Given the nature of the script, it was best suited to these simple lapidary inscriptions, identifying the name of an

  individual. It was not well adapted for continuous writing or script.




  The Ulster Cycle was only one of many such extended sagas in the oral literature of Gaelic Ireland. Nor was it the only one to emphasize the cattle raid as an admirable aristocratic activity. In

  a society where money was reckoned in cattle, it was no crime to steal cattle or slaves from a neighbouring territory. Indeed, successful raiding could facilitate the consolidation of small

  kingdoms in larger ones by absorbing weak territories incapable of defending themselves.




  It is interesting, in view of later developments, that this earliest Irish saga is centred on Ulster defending itself from invasion. The origins of Ulster particularism are deep and ancient, and

  are helped by the series of natural defences – drumlins, lakes and bogs – that make land access from the south especially difficult. From ancient times, these were

  augmented by man-made structures along the boundary of south Ulster of which the long, looping defensive earthwork known by various names but most famously as the Black Pig’s Dyke is the most

  celebrated. It meant that ready access was only possible through a limited number of strategic passes. As late as 1600, Elizabethan armies attempting to besiege the province found themselves

  trapped and defeated in well-laid ambush battles. Later again, the Gap of the North, between Dundalk and Newry, offered the only practical route for the Dublin–Belfast railway and the road

  that joins the two cities.




  Just as Gaelic Ireland did not develop writing, it did not develop towns. This was a pastoral, rural civilization. Only with the arrival of Christianity did proto-towns develop in the form of

  the early monasteries and even there, as mentioned in the introduction, the analogy is strained. In reality, Ireland had to wait until the Viking incursions in the ninth century before seeing its

  first urban settlements. The economy was based on cattle rearing, with the work carried on by the various classes of yeoman freemen. Then as now, the wet Irish climate was unfriendly to tillage. So

  prized were cattle that wealth was measured by the number of the beasts that a person owned. The yeoman freemen were called bóaire, literally cattlemen.




  Below the freemen, there were slaves. We do not know what proportion of the population was unfree.




  There were over a hundred different mini-kingdoms or tuatha. In time, alliances of tuatha emerged to produce provincial kings whose effective remit ran over a

  wider region, though seldom without some form of local opposition. Over centuries, these were to develop into two major coalitions: the Connachta in the northern half of the island and the

  Eóganachta in the southern half. Among the former, the powerful and influential tribal group was the Uí Néill, ancestors of the modern O’Neill family.




  By the end of the sixth-century CE, they dominated most of west Ulster and north Leinster. Their southern base was at Tara in Co. Meath, from where

  they claimed the high kingship of the entire island. This claim was wholly notional: the southern branch of the Uí Néill could not command the full allegiance of their own northern

  cousins, let alone all the other local kings. As for the southern half of the island, their influence there was minimal. This claim of Tara as the seat of an Irish high king has, however, had a

  long and persistent history. It is repeated today, in some cases by people who should know better. Tara was almost certainly a religious or ritual site, rather than a political one. There were

  others like it throughout the island, one of whose important purposes was to serve as the ritual coronation site for kings.




  The creation of a historical fetish over Tara is largely due to the desire of nineteenth-century nationalists to claim an antiquity and continuity for an Irish state that never existed. It was a

  classic case of projecting modern concerns backward on to history in order to serve a contemporary political cause. There were no high kings at Tara and there was no united polity in Ireland. Nor

  was there any shame in that: it was, as we saw earlier, the norm in contemporary Europe.




  Words are often the problem here. The word rí, king, did not mean what it later came to mean in Europe. Once kingdoms and states were constituted in a recognizably modern way, the

  king was variously the most powerful legal ruler and the symbolic incarnation of the state itself. In Gaelic Ireland, he was essentially a warlord and a military leader. He was not the chief legal

  officer: the law was enforced by the legal class and the king was subject to it. The collective memory of the kingdom – its genealogies and mythologies – was kept in the oral tradition

  by lawyers and poets. Its religious offices were the domain of the druids. A king could bequeath his immediate personal property to his assigns but his public domain was the property of the

  community.




  Kings were not hereditary. Although primogeniture (the first-born’s right of succession) gradually came to dominate European kingdoms, it was a long, slow development,

  so once again Gaelic Ireland was not as out of step as a backward reading of history might at first suggest. A king could be succeeded by any of his male relatives who shared the same

  great-grandfather: thus the contest was open to his brothers, nephews, first and second cousins as well as his sons. This system was not as irrational as it may seem. It did indeed virtually ensure

  that any succession would be challenged in arms by disappointed candidates. On the other hand, it also increased the chances of the strongest and most capable candidate winning and consolidating

  his power. It was a kind of trial by ordeal, appropriate to a warlord society.




  Gaelic Ireland never embraced primogeniture. It was not alone in this. A number of European crowns were elective into modern times, most famously Poland. While the divisions engendered by

  elective kingships certainly helped enfeeble the country during its eighteenth-century partitions, it should also be recalled that the Polish–Lithuanian commonwealth dominated north-eastern

  Europe for almost 500 years until the rise of Russia around 1700. Moreover, the most enduring monarchy of all, the Vatican, is elective.




  That said, the logic of consolidated royal states did suggest primogeniture as the most efficient means of succession. Contrariwise, the endless disputed successions in local kingdoms made

  national consolidation less rather than more likely. This was certainly the case in Ireland where, with the single possible exception of Brian Ború for a few years at the start of the

  eleventh century, there was no high king worth the name. That is to say, there was no one overlord whose writ ran with authority over the whole island.




  One of the great clichés of Irish history is that the Romans never came to disturb the security of Gaelic Ireland. It is true, but that does not mean that they wholly

  disregarded the island. They traded with it from Roman Britain: there is ample evidence of this in the discovery of Roman coins and other artefacts in Ireland. At the greatest

  extent of Roman power, in the last days of the republic and the early years of the empire, Roman arms took the fight to the Celtic peoples of north-western Europe. Gaul was conquered and likewise

  Britain almost up to the Highland line. For almost 500 years, most of Britain was a Roman province: they built roads and towns; they had defensive walls and army barracks. At the mouth of the River

  Dee, in the north-west of England, they established the fortified town of Chester. The name is derived from the Latin castrum, or fortification. From Chester, it was a relatively short

  voyage to the east coast of Ireland.




  Even shorter was the crossing from south-west Scotland to the north-east of Ireland, the ancient route almost certainly taken by the first post-Ice Age inhabitants. In 82 CE, the military governor of Roman Britain, Gnaeus Julius Agricola, prepared to launch a small armada across the straits. The conquest of Ireland would have been the final laurel in a

  brilliant career. Agricola had been largely responsible for the conquest of Britain. He had participated in the campaign against Queen Boudicca in 61 CE and it was he who

  carried Roman arms into Wales and deep into Scotland. The conquest of Ireland would have been a logical extension of this policy and of the commander’s reflexive aggression.




  The details are not completely certain. We have only the histories of Tacitus – who was Agricola’s son-in-law and biographer – to rely upon, but he is a more reliable

  historical witness than any other in this era. He recounts that a disaffected Irish petty king, having lost his throne, made his way to Agricola’s camp and offered his help to conquer Ireland

  for Rome. The general believed that Ireland could be held with a single legion. Events conspired against Agricola’s plan. There was a mutiny in the army and a Pictish rebellion to suppress

  nearer home. From Rome, Emperor Domitian ordered Agricola to deal with the Picts. Once that was done, Agricola was finally recalled from Britain. Subsequently, the Romans

  withdrew from southern Scotland to the wall ordered by and named for Domitian’s successor, Hadrian. The Romans had done with Scotland and never again contemplated an invasion of Ireland.




  It seems to have been one of those close-run things and it is perhaps the greatest might-have-been in all of Irish history.




  Just as it was an easy voyage from western Britain to the Irish coast, it was equally easy in the other direction. And the riches of Roman Britain offered an irresistible target for Irish

  raiders. Well accustomed to cattle raids at home, they had no objection to depredations abroad. Slaves were the most highly prized booty. When Roman Britain was in its pomp, it might have given the

  Irish pause. But the progressive enfeeblement of the empire from the late fourth century meant the withdrawal of marginal garrisons to face the barbarian threat nearer home.




  Emperor Honorius withdrew all Roman troops from Britain in 410, leaving the mainly Christian citizens to fend for themselves. This they managed for a while: Germanus, the bishop of Auxerre and

  founder of a famous abbey there, visited Britain in 429 and found the Christian community observant and resisting the incursions of barbarian tribes.




  This optimistic summary would have been of little consolation to a Roman youth called Palladius Patricius. He had been abducted by Irish raiders from his home in the western town of Bannavem

  Taberniae and sold into slavery. He was the son of a decurio, an imperial civil servant. In all, he spent six years as a slave in Ireland, in locations perhaps as far apart as Co. Mayo and

  Co. Antrim. Eventually, he escaped and made his way to the coast. Somehow, he managed to take passage on a ship for Britain and eventually found his way back home. He was now in his early twenties.

  His long ordeal in Ireland had made him deeply religious.




  He studied for the priesthood at Auxerre with Germanus. According to his own account – the first written testimony in Irish history in which we can invest confidence – he remained

  fascinated by Ireland (perhaps in an appalled sort of way) and heard one night in a dream the voice of an Irish man calling him back to the island. He was sent back there as a

  missionary by Pope Celestine in 431 to serve ‘as a bishop to the Irish believing in Christ’. We know him as St Patrick.
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  CHRISTIANITY




  With the arrival of Christianity, the Roman world eventually established itself in Ireland, just as it was in general retreat in north-west Europe. The first firm date in Irish

  history is 431 CE. In that year, according to the Chronicon of Prosper of Aquitaine, one ‘Palladius, ordained by Pope Celestine, is sent to the Irish believing

  in Christ as their first bishop.’ Prosper was a layman and a scholar, distinguished for his defence of Augustinian orthodoxy. His Chronicon is accepted by all scholars as a reliable

  contemporary account of events.




  So who was Palladius? We do not know, for he promptly disappears from history. Indeed, we don’t know if he ever assumed his Irish see. He may well have been St Patrick, given that he was

  originally named Palladius Patricius. But the recording of his appointment in a reliable contemporary document tells us that there was a Christian community in Ireland in the early fifth century

  and that they were deemed numerous enough – albeit still a minority – to merit their own bishop. Perhaps they were late Roman traders, already Christianized in Britain, who had settled

  in Ireland for one reason or another. Indeed, it is possible that some of them were slaves as the Christian Palladius Patricius had once been. At any rate, Prosper’s clue at least identifies

  this community.




  Although the name of Palladius disappears from view almost as soon as he is introduced, the Gaelic annals – far less reliable as sources than Prosper – do

  mention the names of other bishops in the 430s. These are Secundinus, Auxilius and Iserninus. All were later associated with churches in the east and centre of the island which were adjacent to

  royal sites. If these were, as has been speculated, part of Palladius’ original mission to ‘the Irish believing in Christ’, it suggests communities of Christians living under the

  protection of regional kings in the area immediately west and south of Dublin.




  We cannot be certain of any of this. What we can be certain of is that St Patrick also arrives in Ireland around this time – the date traditionally given is 432 – and that he was a

  genuine evangelist. Rather than providing spiritual leadership for those who were already Christian, he carried the faith to those who were still pagan. His mission almost certainly concentrated on

  the northern half of the island: nearly all the major Patrician sites are there. There is no evidence of pre-existing Christian communities in this region.




  It is impossible to reconstruct the circumstances of Patrick’s mission. Equally, it is impossible to imagine its success without royal support, or at least royal tolerance. The later

  promotion of Patrick as the great evangelizer, the apostle of Ireland, and the consequent annalistic reticence concerning other early Christian figures, is most likely due to Patrick’s

  adoption by the Uí Néill dynasty. As already suggested, this group, originally focused in Ulster, pressed ever harder south into Leinster. The southern branch established its royal

  status in lands centred of modern Co. Meath. Their coronation site was at Tara, and much of the later mythology about Tara developed from an assertion of Uí Néill control of the whole

  island, a status they never enjoyed. They were, nonetheless, a very powerful regional dynasty through their two branches.




  The fact that the principal primatial see in the Irish church came to be located in Armagh was no accident. Modern Armagh is adjacent to the ancient royal site of Eamain Macha (indeed, Armagh is an anglicization of the Gaelic name), originally dating from the Iron Age. By the fifth century, it lay in the heart of the territory controlled by the northern

  Uí Néill. As their claims to the notional high kingship became ever more insistent, their patronage of the national apostle became a key weapon in their propaganda armoury.




  At any rate, Patrick was clearly a resourceful missionary. Much the same may be said for the other anonymous evangelists who laboured elsewhere in the island. The effect of their various labours

  was that within a century of Palladius’ original appointment ‘to the Irish believing in Christ’, the island of Ireland was overwhelmingly Christian in its allegiance.




  Nonetheless, it is inevitably to Patrick that we return because in all the murk and speculation of early Christian Ireland, here was a definite, living breathing man of whose existence we can be

  certain. And critically, he left written evidence of himself and his mission. (History is written less by the winners than by the literate and the diligent.) The two surviving documents which we

  know to have come from St Patrick’s hand are his Confessio and the Letter against Coroticus.




  The Confessio is an apologia written late in his life, probably in reply to someone who had impugned his fitness for the office he held. In justifying his position, he gives the account

  of his background and capture with which we are now familiar. His Letter against Coroticus is a cry of anguish following the slaughter of newly converted Irish Christians by a raiding party

  from Britain, themselves almost certainly Christian. Between them, these two documents are the first, tentative chronicles of an Irish life.




  The church that Patrick and the other early missionaries established was structured along conventional diocesan lines, with each diocese in the care of a bishop. This

  arrangement did not last long. Diocesan church organization assumed a network of towns with the principal town in a region becoming the seat of the bishop. As we have seen, Ireland did not have any

  towns such as there were in the Roman world and instead a different ecclesiastical structure developed in the shadow of local royal centres.




  Uniquely in Europe – to the extent that Ireland at this time can be properly considered a part of Europe – a system of monastic church government emerged. The earliest known

  monasteries date from the middle of the sixth century. By the middle of the seventh, a very considerable network of monasteries covered most of the island, although increasingly sparse as one went

  farther north and west. The key people in the Irish church were not the bishops but the abbots of the mother houses in this monastic system. It is an exaggeration to insist on a clear divide

  between bishops and abbots: bishops did not disappear, and indeed the offices of bishop and abbot were sometimes held by the same man, but the preponderant influence in the early Irish church

  undoubtedly lay with the monasteries.




  These monasteries were scattered across an island that comprised about 200 tuatha or petty kingdoms. In the absence of towns to act as a diocesan focus, the establishment of monasteries

  made more sense in Irish conditions. They were much more likely to receive the support of petty kings, for whom towns were not merely alien but would have represented a potential focus of

  opposition to their secular authority. Monasteries represented no such threat. Moreover, the nature of land ownership in Gaelic Ireland facilitated the establishment of monasteries. Land was held

  in common by the extended royal family group. It could be leased to a voluntary body such as a monastery without transferring its ownership, something that would have been illegal. A diocese, on

  the other hand, needed ownership of land both as a source of income and of prestige. While the greatest monastic sites are sometime spoken of as proto-towns they were no such thing. More plausibly,

  they have sometimes been described as proto-universities, which is a bit nearer the mark, for the greatest of them were indeed centres of scholarship and learning.




  The adoption of the monastic model in Ireland set the island apart from the rest of the Latin world but not wholly apart from the greater Christian tradition. In the eastern

  (later Orthodox) church, which might as easily have become the universal Christian norm as Rome later claimed to be, monasticism and the asceticism associated with it were very common. The great

  monastery at Athos in north-eastern Greece is simply one of the best-known examples; monasticism was widespread in Syrian Christianity (one of history’s great might-have-beens) and most

  famously in the Egyptian Coptic church and in that other tenacious outpost of African Christianity, Ethiopia. Ireland therefore behaved like many Christian centres on the margins of the Roman world

  – or outside it altogether – in adopting this form of church governance. Only a perspective that assumes Rome to be the centre of the world and entirely normative can regard Ireland as

  an aberration.




  Asceticism was long to remain a feature of the Irish church. A desire on the part of holy men to flee from the secular world – again, echoes of the east are strong here – led to the

  establishment of such remote religious centres as Glendalough, deep in the fastnesses of the Wicklow hills, and Skellig Michael, a ferocious triangular sea stack 16 km (9 miles) off the wild coast

  of south-west Kerry. From time to time, ascetic groups were formed calling for repentance, exceptional rigour and ‘reform’, in a pattern that was to be repeated throughout the history

  of Christianity by millenarians and other rigorists. The best known of these groups in Ireland were the Céilí Dé (companions of God), a late eighth-century movement that

  detected corruption and luxury in the church – another repeating theme – and preached mortification of the flesh, the renouncing of secular pleasures such as music and a regime of

  severe prayer and penance.




  The earliest of the great monastic sites was at Clonmacnoise, on the east bank of the Shannon between Lough Ree and Lough Derg, with a foundation date in the mid-sixth century. The surviving

  stone buildings on the site – it is now a national monument – date from the ninth century and later. The earliest buildings, mainly of timber, have long since

  disappeared. All of the surviving artefacts, the round towers, high crosses and church buildings, are from the later period, so we have no remaining evidence of how it looked in its first three

  centuries of life.




  An interesting foundation was that of Kildare, presided over by St Brigid, the so-called ‘Mary of the Irish’. At one point, Kildare was a rival to Armagh for primacy in the Irish

  church. Indeed, there was no reason to suppose that Armagh had any particular claim to primacy except for its repeated Patrician associations, sedulously promoted by the Uí Néill.

  Brigid is cognate with the Celtic pagan goddess Brigantia, and appears to be a particularly suggestive example of Christian devotion subsuming an older tradition.




  The most celebrated of the early abbots was Colm Cille, otherwise known as St Columba. Most of what we know about him derives from a biography written nearly 100 years after his death by

  Adomnán, one of Colm Cille’s abbatial successors. The biography is trusted by scholars because it drew on documents and traditions in Columban foundations, and is less open to the

  charge of being simply a post facto hagiography. The saint was born around 520, to a branch of Uí Néill with strong connections to the north-west of Ireland. He studied at the great

  monastery of Clonard, near Clonmacnoise, and founded a number of monasteries in Ireland, including one near the site of the modern city of Derry, before making the move in 563 with which he is

  forever associated.
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