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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the Pictish carved stones from the Tarbat peninsula,
which include the cross-slabs at Nigg, Shandwick and Hilton of Cadboll, as well as
the numerous fragments from Portmahomack. While many of these have been
previously mentioned by scholars, they have never been closely studied as a group
that might express a coherent political and/ or spiritual program, and which may
contribute to the understanding of the Pictish settlements on the peninsula.

In order to do so the known cultural background of the early medieval world 1s
initially investigated to provide a context within which to study this group of carvings.
This investigation includes a survey of the historical and literary texts, and the history
and liturgical practices of the church in the Insular world. Once this background is
presented, each individual site and carving is thoroughly explored as regards

historiography and archaeological context (as it is known so far). The decoration on

each monument or carved fragment is then scrutinized in order to place the work in an
art-historical context. Once this has been done, the iconographic significance of the

images carved on these stones is determined, and the iconology of the monuments

surmised.

The monuments of the Tarbat peninsula thus emerge as complex conveyers of
meanings both sacred and secular. Placed within the context of the 8" to mid 9" -
century Insular world they strongly support the argument that the Tarbat peninsula

was home to an important and influential monastic estate with possible royal ties,

which had established links with other ecclesiastical sites throughout Britain and

Ireland, and contacts with the Continent and the Eastern Mediterranean.
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CH 1:INTRODUCTION TO THE SCULPTURE
AND THE TARBAT PENINSULA

The Tarbat Peninsula and the Picts

The Tarbat peninsula, north of Inverness in the county of Easter-Ross, juts into the North
Sea and is surrounded by the ‘Firthlands’: the Moray Firth, the Dornoch Firth, Cromarty Firth,
and the Lower Ness (fig 1.1). The peninsula is home to several seaboard villages, a lighthouse,
excellent farmland, and the remains of an early medieval settlement, the subject of continuing
archaeological investigations. First called to attention by aerial photography in 1984, which
revealed a crop-mark enclosing the Portmahomack harbour and extending beyond the
churchyard of Tarbat Old Chﬁrch (fig. 1.2), limited investigation began from 1991, with a full-
scale program being undertaken in 1994 by Martin Carver, FAS (Field Archaeology Specialists),

and the University of York. The results of these excavations (announced in Tarbat Discovery

Programme Bulletins 1-7) have pointed to a Pictish settlement dating from at least the 6™
century, with some evidence for later Viking incursions, though no proof of permanent
Scandinavian settlement.'  After at least one period of disuse, the site was reoccupied and
shows continuing activity through the later Middle Ages. Many of the material finds, as well as
the excavation of Tarbat Old Church, have both strongly suggested that the early medieval

settlement was ecclesiastical in nature, most likely a monastery.> This early settlement at
Portmahomack is not the only evidence of early medieval Christian occupation on the Peninsula.
Three Pictish cross-slabs, which display both Christian iconography and Pictish symbols) are

associated with the present day sea-board villages of Nigg, Shandwick, and Hilton of Cadboll,

! Tarbat Discovery Programme, Bulletins 1-7 (1995-2002)

h ://wwu_r. ork.ac.uk/depts/arch/staff/sites/tarbat/bulletins.html. See also M. Carver, ‘An Iona of the East: The
Early Medieval Monastery at Portmahomack, Tarbat Ness,’ Medieval Archaeology (forthcoming 2004); ‘Sculpture

in Action,’ in S.Fos}er (¢d.) Able Minds and Practiced Hands: Scotland's Early Medieval Sculpture in the 215t
Century, (forthcoming 2004).

* Ibid.



while the Portmahomack site has produced fragments from at least three cross-slabs, numerous

grave-markers and architectural sculpture.’

While other clusters of Pictish monuments also exist, most notably the groups that can be

seen at St Vigeans in Angus, or Meigle in Perthshire, the assemblage at Tarbat is unique in a

number of ways. The carved monuments at both St Vigeans and Meigle comprise local
collections that have been placed together in their respective museums, with no certainty where
they were originally erected.® In contrast, the carved stones on the Tarbat Peninsula were found
and are still mostly preserved in, or very near, their original locations. For instance, the cross-
slab at Shandwick is believed to be in sity,” while that presently located within the church at
Nigg is thought to have stood originally in what i1s now the churchyard.® The original position of
the Hilton of Cadboll stone is more problematic but the evidence strongly suggests that its
position was either in the Hilton of Cadboll community itself, or within its vicinity.” The
locations of all three cross-slabs lie within a five-mile radius of the Portmahomack site, which
features its own collection of cross-slab fragments and other carved sculpture, the most abundant
group to have been found in the Highlands.

The proximity of the slabs to each other suggests that the stones are closely related, and,
indeed, current thinking has proposed that the ecclesiastical estate at Portmahomack expanded
sometime in the 8" century to incorporate the entire peninsula, placing satellite chapels and stone

monuments at Nigg, Shandwick and Hilton of Cadboll.® Both the iconography and the stylistic

details depicted on the cross-slabs at these locations support this argument, and 1t 1s likely that

3 See Chapters 2-5.

* A. Ritchie, Meigle Museum: Pictish Carved Stones, (Edinburgh, 1997); ‘Meigle and Lay Patronage in Tayside in

the 9 and 10" centuries AD’, Tayside and F ife Archaeological Journal 1 (1995): 4-1.
* See Chapter 3.

6 See Chapter 2.
? See Chapter 5.

® For a full discussion, see Carver, ‘An Iona of the East,’(forthcoming) and ‘Sculpture in Action,’ (forthcoming).



they were carved by a ‘school’ of stone-carvers probably based at Portmahomack.” Furthermore,
the iconography and decorative details carved on these stones reveal a cultural program related
not only to the function of the settlement in regards to its pastoral and political role on the
peninsula, but also to the peninsula’s relationship with the rest of the Insular world, and indeed,
the greater European world.

A study of these images, therefore, can add much to our understanding of the Pictish
church in this region, about which little is known. Historical records relating to the subject are
slim, relying primarily on brief accounts in Bede, Adomnén, and the Irish Annals. For instance,

Adomnén reports that St Columba set out from Iona in 565 on a mission to convert the Picts.

Travelling along the Great Glen and by Loch Ness, he eventually met the king of the northern
Picts somewhere near modern-day Inverness and engaged him and his court magicians in

conversation and spiritual contests. While there is no evidence that Columba converted the king,

or even many of the people during this or subsequent trips to Pictland, Adomnan does report that
monasteries were founded at this time, which still survived in his own day (the early gt
century).'? Considering the late 6™-century date of the earliest graves excavated in the Old

Church at Portmahomack, it is quite possible that this settlement was one of these Columban

foundations. "'

According to Bede, the Picts received a mission from Northumbria in the early g™

century. In 710 the Pictish king Nechtan sent to Jarrow/Wearmouth for information about the

? Considerif:g tho_: ev‘id.cnce for metal, glass, leather, and possible parchment-making workshops located on the
archaeological site, it is reasonable to assume that stone carving also took place there, though no definitive proof has
yet been uncovered. See Bull 2-7.

°See Life o[ Saint Columba, Founder of Hy. Written by Adamndn, Ninth Abbot of that Monastery, ed. William
Recves (Edinburgh, 1874), I:1, 1:33, 34, 1:37, II: 32, 33-34, I1:42, pp. 12-13, 62-64, 73-74, 145-150, 166-171.
Carver, ‘An lona of the East’; ‘Sculpture in Action’ (forthcoming 2004); Cf. S. Taylor, ‘Place-Name and the Early

Chugrghli;loEastem Scotland,’ in B.Crawford (ed.), Scotland in Dark Age Britain, St John’s House Papers 6. (1996),
pp. 93-110.



practices of the Northumbrian church concerning the dating of Easter and the mode of tonsure, as
well as in the ‘Roman’ method of building in stone.'?

Although it has been argued that the close relationship reported by Bede was the result of
political propaganda rather than actual reality, most academics believe that Nechtan’s request
resulted not only in an alignment of the Pictish church with the Northumbrian, but also in an
explosion of sculptural activity throughout Pictland. I3 For instance, Henderson, Stevenson, and
Foster all agree that the high relief characteristics of later Pictish cross-slabs were generated by
the influence of stylistic innovations practised on the Ruthwell and Bewcastle monuments. 14
Indeed, MacLean argues that even the earliest Pictish cross-slabs, those featuring low relief, were
carved after the Ruthwell and Bewcastle monuments, reiterating that the Pictish carving
techniques were the direct result of Northumbrian training.'”

Unfortunately, the historical records are too sparse to support any definitive statements

about the results of Nechtan’s actions on either the practice of Pictish Christianity or Pictish
politics. Likewise little is known about the succeeding kings of Pictland, and while the Pictish
King Lists and the Irish Annals do provide some information concerning the ruling dynasties,

they do not sufficiently explain the cultural background of the Picts, or their relations with the

2ch. IILV. See Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People, eds. B. Colgrave and R. Mynors, (Oxford,
1979), pp. 220-225.

'3 A. Smyth, Warlords and Holy Men: Scotland AD 80-1000 (London, 1984), pp. 60-62, 74-78.

4 1. Henderson, The Picts (London, 1967); ‘Pictish Art and the Book of Kells,” in D. Whitelock, R. McKitterick, D.
Dumville (eds.), Ireland in Early Medieval Europe: Studies in Memory of Kathleen Hughes (Cambridge, 1982), p.
79: ‘Pictish Vine-Scroll Omament,’ in A. O. Connor and D.V. Clarke (eds.), From the Stone Age to the Forty-Five:
Studies Presented to R.B.K. Stevenson (Edinburgh, 1983), p. 248; ‘The Book of Kells and the Snake-Boss Motif on
Pictish Cross-Slabs and the Iona Crosses,’ in M. Ryan (ed.), Ireland and Insular Art: AD 500-1200 (Dublin, 1987),
pp. 56-65; ‘The Shape and Decoration of the Cross on Pictish Cross-Slabs Carved in Relief,’ in M. Spearman and J.
Higgitt (eds.), Age of Migrating Ideas (Edinburgh, 1993), pp. 210, 217; R. Stevenson, ‘The Chronology and
Relationships of Some Irish and Scottish Crosses,’ Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquarians of Ireland 86-87
(1956-7): 84-96, passim, ‘Sculpture in Scotland in the 6™ - 9" centuries AD,’ in V. Milojcic (ed.), Kolloguium iiber
Spdtanike und Friihmittelalterliche Skulptur (Mainz, 1971), pp. 71-73; S. Foster, Picts, Gaels and Scots: Early
Historic Scotland (London, 1996), p. 93.

> D. MacLean, ‘Snake-Bosses and Redemption at Iona and in Pictland,’ in M. Spearman and J. Higgitt (eds.), The
Age of Migrating Ideas, (Edinburgh, 1993), pp. 247-48. The Ruthwell monument is generally dated to the mid 8th-
century while Bewcastle receives a slightly earlier date. See R. Cramp, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, vol.
1: County Durham and Northumberland (Oxford, 1984), pp. 19-22; R. Cramp and R. Bailey, Corpus of Anglo-

.gclzx;;: Stone Sculpture, vol. 2: Cumberland, Westmorland and Lancashire North-of- the- Sands (Oxford, 1988), pp.



world beyond Britain and Ireland.'® The images carved on the Tarbat stones, therefore (along
with a consideration of the archaeological context) are the best evidence we have with which to
reconstruct the intellectual, religious, and political climate of the early medieval period in this
region. By analysing the significance of the iconographic images carved on the Tarbat collection
of monuments, as well as drawing art-historical parallels, it is possible to establish lines of
communication between the Tarbat peninsula, the rest of the Insular world and even the
Continent. In turn, these lines of communication might point to political or religious leanings and
add a great deal to our knowledge of the beliefs and practices of not only a small segment of the

Pictish world, but to a greater understanding of early medieval Scotland as a whole.

Methodology:
Analysis of the images contained on the Tarbat collection of monuments 1s best

approached through the iconological method. According to Panofsky, who pioneered the study,
iconology is the interpretation of iconography. '7" As such, it depends upon both the correct
identification of iconographic images, and an understanding of the historical context within

which the work was created. Thus, Panofsky argues, we must ‘read what we see’ according to

the manner in which objects and events are expressed by forms created under varying historical

conditions. For example, it must be determined whether a city floating in the sky in a 12"
century miniature exemplifies an inability to portray perspective, or represents a celestial city, in
accordance to an accurate assessment of the historical context. An exact identification of the

images also relies upon a famiharity with specific themes or concepts as they are transmitted

' See S. MacAirt and G. MacNiocaill (eds.), Annals of Ulster to AD 1131,Part 1 (Dublin, 1983); W. Stokes (ed.),
Annals of Tigernach (Felinfach, 1993); W. Hennessy (ed.), Chronicum Scotorum: A Chronicle of Irish Affairs from
Earliest Times to AD 1135 (Wiesbaden, 1964); A. O. Anderson and M.O. Anderson (eds.), Early Sources of
Scottish History AD 500-1286, new edn (Stamford, 1990); M. O. Anderson, Kings and Kingship in Early Scotland,
rev. edn (Edinburgh, 1980); W. F. Skene (ed.), Chronicles of the Picts, Chronicles of the Scots and Other Early
Memorials ?f Scottish History (Edinburgh, 1867); G. MacNiocaill (ed.), The Medieval Irish Annals, Medieval Irish
History Series 3 (1975).

" E. Panof§ky,_Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origin and Character (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1953), pp. 131-
148; Meaning in the Visual Arts (New York, 1955), pp. 26-54.



through literary sources, whether acquired by purposeful reading or by oral tradition. However,

knowing the sources is not sufficient; the context of the work must also be determined in terms

of other works with the same or similar theme. Therefore, both the artistic tradition and the

advent of literary 1deas must be taken into cbnsideration.

If these conditions can be met the iconologist can then move into an analysis of the
iconographic images by ascertaining the underlying principles which reveal the basic attitude of
a nation, period, class, or religious or philosophical persuasion, as it is qualified by the artist and
condensed into a single work. According to Panofsky, this work can then be seen as a symptom
of something else which expresses itself in a countless variety of ‘symbolical’ values’; often
unknown to the artist himself and sometimes even emphatically different from what he
consciously intended to express. In short, iconology depends first upon the correct identification
of the images in question and secondly upon an in-depth knowledge of the cultural context
within which the artistic work was created. This context includes political leanings, religious
persuasion and themes and concepts transmitted through literary sources as well as through
contemporary artistic representation.

While this method has its limitations, primarily resulting from the vast amount of

historical, literary, religious and art-historical knowledge required to correctly interpret a single

18

image, let alone an entire iconographic program, ° iconology has proved an invaluable tool with

which to analyse Insular art and culture, especially since other art-historical considerations such
as aesthetic theory, style analysis, and the relative ‘genius’ of the artists cannot be applied to

early medieval art in the way they can be applied to Renaissance and post-Renaissance works.
However, Panofsky and other Renaissance scholars like him have two essential advantages over

the early medieval art historian, namely access to extensive historical documentation and

biographies of the artists and, often, descriptions of the artistic programs being commissioned.



‘Dark Age’ Insular scholars do not have such luxuries. Comparatively sparse historical
records, the anonymity of most of the artists, and the difficulty of assigning a specific textual
knowledge to the patron, artist or audience, all contribute to the limits of iconographic analysis

of Insular images. In addition, the multiple and often contradictory levels of meaning expressed

by early medieval Insular images must also be considered. While Gombrich believes that the
symbolism of Renaissance images is capable of conveying several nuances, he argues that it can
really only function in support of a ‘dominant meaning’ that reflects the principle purpose of the
painting. 1 Medieval iconography, on the other hand, is multivalent, and it has been argued that

the medieval audience, especially the monastic, was trained to interpret images on several
different levels at once.”” Although these multiple meanings may appear to be contradictory and
antithetical to modern viewers, they were understood and encouraged by the medieval
audience.?’ This ‘principle of multivalence’ has been discussed in several works by O
Carragiin, who stresses that no element of the possible meanings behind a particular image
should be excluded, either by tying the image down too firmly in time or place, or by restricting
its symbolic import by identifying it too closely with a single narrative moment.”* At the same

time, iconographic analysis of early medieval Insular art must also be founded upon the specific

'® See E. H. Gombrich, Gombrich on the Renaissance vol. 2: Symbolic Images, 4th edn (London, 1985), pp. 1-25,
for a full discussion of the problems inherent to an iconological investigation.
9 Ibid. pp. 15-17.

0 C. Neuman de Vegvar, ‘The Echternach Lion: A Leap of Faith,’in C.Karkov, R. Farrell and M. Ryan (eds.), The
Insular Tradition (Albany, New York, 1997), pp. 171-172.

*''J. Benton, The Medieval Menagerie: Animals in the Art of the Middle Ages New York, 1992), p. 112.

*2 E. O Carraggin, ‘Traditio Evangeliorum and Sustentatio: The Relevance of Liturgical Ceremonies to the Book of
Kells,’ in Felicity Mahony (ed.), Book of Kells: Proceedings of a Conference at Trinity College, Dublin (Aldershot,
1994), p.418; “Christ over the Beasts and the Agnus Dei: Two Multivalent Panels on the Ruthwell and Bewcastle
Crosses,’ in P. Szarmach, (ed.), Sources of Anglo-Saxon Literary Culture, Studies in Medieval Culture 20 (1986),
pp. 378-379; “The Ruthwell Cross and the Irish High Crosses: Some Points of Comparison and Contrast,’ in M.
Ryan (ed.), Ireland and Insular Art: Proceedings of a Conference at University College Cork (Dublin, 1987), pp.
122-123; “The Meeting of Saint Paul and Saint Anthony: Visual and Literary Uses of a Eucharistic Motif,’ in P.
Wallace and G. Niocaill (eds.), Keimeila (Galway, 1989), p. 38. Cf. P. Meyvaert, ‘Review of O.K. Werkmeister,

1967, Irish-Northumbrishche Buchmalerie des 8. Jahrhunderts un Monastishe Spiritualitdt (de Gruyter, Berlin),’
Speculum 46 (1971): 411.



realities of Christian spirituality, since almost all of the art was commissioned and produced
within an ecclesiastical environment.*’

Determining this is particularly problematic in terms of Pictish art, since no native
records exist, and all must be inferred by analogy with the Anglo-Saxon and Irish records. In a
sense, Panofsky's methodology must be turned on its head when analysing the Pictish cross-
slabs. Rather than using known factors of historical, religious, or political attitudes to interpret
the significance of the Pictish images, the images themselves are used to shed light upon the
probable cultural context of early medieval Scotland. In other words, by analysing the images In
terms of their significance to the rest of the early medieval world and determining their context
by their appearance in other early medieval works of art, particularly that in the rest of the
Insular world, it may be possible to construct a cultural history of the Pictish church.

With these aims and limitations in mind, I have attempted to analyse the significance of

the images that occur on the cross-slabs of the Tarbat peninsula by surveying the Scripture, early

Christian exegesis and other early medieval literature that may have informed their appearance.’*

At the same time, it became apparent that some of the Tarbat sculpture may have been carved in
response to knowledge or practice of the early Christian liturgy. Since particular rites may have
been specific to, or originated in either the Anglo-Saxon or Irish liturgy, I have also found it

necessary to investigate the differences between the early Irish and Anglo-Saxon churches and

monastic systems. Such an investigation then allows for speculation about the context of the

ecclesiastical estate on the Tarbat peninsula.

Hawkes has argued that certain images carved on Insular sculpture were used not only to

explain and propagate the subtleties of the Christian view of life to both a literate and non-literate

® Ibid. See also Neuman de Vegvar, ‘The Echternach Lion,’ pp. 171-172.

# Such an analysis depends upon knowledge of the availability of these texts in the Insular world; for that purpose, I

have usually mwd the discussion to those sources for which there is some evidence of Insular use (see Appendix
1A). The detailed results of this study are contained in Chapters 2-5.



audience, but to also symbolise a political identity and allegiance.”” Knowledge of the competing
branches of Insular Christianity is therefore also necessary in order to determine if certain images
on the Tarbat collection actually signified an allegiance or identity with a specific monastery,
federation of monasteries, or religious movement. Although the monastic systems and church
hierarchy in early medieval Ireland and Britain were similar in many respects, there were key
differences, differences that probably led to the Synod at Whitby and the later decision by the
Pictish King Nechtan to align himself with the Northumbrian Church. Since these conflicts may

have affected the choice of iconography carved on the Tarbat collection of sculpture, a short

discussion of the Church in the Insular world is necessary.

The Churches of the Insular World:
In the last twenty years the traditional view of monasteries as isolated religious

communities cut off from society and secular politics has been reworked to reveal powerful
entities that not only were responsible for the spread of Christianity throughout Britain and
Ireland and the pastoral care of its inhabitants, but were also powerful political forces.”° While
the debate continues as to the nature of monasticism, and the relationship between the monastic

estates and the ecclesiastical hierarchy, a short survey of these arguments can serve to suggest

2See J. Hawkes, ‘Symbolic Lives: The Visual Evidence’, in J. Hines (ed.), The Anglo-Saxons: From the Migration
Period to the Eighth Century (Woodbridge, 1997), p. 313; ‘An Iconography of Identity? The Cross-Head from
Mayo Abbey’, in C. Hourihane (ed.), From Ireland Coming: Irish Art from the Early Christian to the Late Gothic
Period and its European Context (Princeton, 2001), passim; ‘Figuring Salvation: An Excursus into the Iconography
of the Iona Crosses,’ in S. Foster (ed.), Able Minds and Practised Hands: Scotland’s Early Medieval Sculpture in
the 21* Century (forthcoming 2004).

% For instance see A. Thacker, ‘Monks, Preaching and Pastoral Care in early Anglo-Saxon England,’ in J. Blair and
R. Sharpe (eds.), Pastoral Care Before the Parish (Leicester, 1992), pp. 137-170; T. Charles Edwards, ‘The Pastoral
Role of the Church in the Early Irish Laws,’ in Blair and Sharpe, Pastoral Care Before the Parish, pp. 63-80; R.
Sharpe, ‘Some Problems Concerning the Organization of the Church in Early Medieval Ireland,’ Peritia 3 (1984):
230-70; ‘Churches and Communities in Early Medieval Ireland,’ in Blair and Sharpe, Pastoral Care Before the
Parish, pp. 81-109; A. MacQuarrie, ‘Early Christian Religious Houses in Scotland: Foundation and Function,’ in
Blair and Sharpe, Pastoral Care Before the Parish, pp. 110-133; B. Hudson, ‘Kings and Church in Early Scotland,’
The Scottish Historical Review 2:96 (1994): 145-170; T. O Carragdin, ‘A Landscape Converted: Archaeology and

Early Church Organisation on Iveragh and Dingle, Ireland,’ in M. Carver (ed.), The Cross Goes North: Processes of
Conversion in Northern Europe, AD 300-1300 (York, 2003), pp. 127-152.



some of the key differences between the early medieval religious institutions in Ireland and

England.

Through a study of historical and ecclesiastical documents Richard Sharpe has painted a

portrait of the early medieval church in Ireland and has argued against the traditional view that

the episcopal hierarchy introduced by Patrick was replaced by a monastic framework in the mid-
6" century. On the contrary, there is no evidence that Patrick organised the church in Ireland in a
hierarchical structure with a canonically recognised metropolitan centre, or that the growth of the
church in Ireland was ever subject to any form of control. Instead, what appears to have
materialised in Ireland was an organic growth of churches that formed complex relations with
each other, the laity, and local governments. He further theorises that while the first churches had
clear pastoral functions, the early isolation of Christians from surrounding society made them
form religious communities that became the basis of monasteries. These then grew into large

estates, or even towns that lost their strict monastic definition, though many still incorporated

small religious communities within them.?’

Within these communities, the Latin term monachus (from the OlIr. manach/manaig) was
used to describe everyone to whom a particular church owed pastoral care, not just actual monks.

This included the church or community’s economic dependants and ‘extramural’ labourers and

anyone else who fell within the remit of the church. While in England this could be defined as
the parochia, which can be translated loosely as ‘parish’, in Ireland, the paruchia referred to all
of the churches dependent on a specific mother church; these churches could be widely scattered
and even fall within the geographical radius of a different mother-church. In addition to the
dependencies of a mother-church, there were two other types of ‘tied’ churches that existed in

Ireland: those that were royal property, and those that were in hereditary control of the founding

?’ Sharpe, ‘Some Problems,’ pp.230-249, 260-266; ‘Churches and Communities,’ pp. 98-103.
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family.”

The heads of the mother-churches were termed princeps, and had control over extensive
lands, tenantry and stock, as well as over the smaller churches forming the paruchia, and they
received considerable revenues. By the 8" century the hereditary office of the princeps was
combined with the office of abbot who was thence in charge of the properties and political rights
of the church’s estate. These rulers also came to be known as ‘co-arbs’ or commarba, the “heir
of the saint’ and in some situations wielded a political power that rivalled that of kings.”” Some
of these ecclesiastical estates formed federations with other monasteria, thus making up a familia
such as that comprising Iona, Durrow, Derry, Tiree, and later Kells. 0 While it is unclear if all of
the monasteries founded by Columba or monks from Iona were considered part of the Columban
familia or paruchia, given the non-geographical relationship between a mother-church and its
dependencies within Ireland it is certainly likely that some kind of relationship continued to exist
between Iona and its foundations in Scotland and England.

Sharpe has further argued that the relationship between the monasteria and the Irish
bishopric was complex but not necessarily hierarchical, with the bishops and the ‘co-arbs’
wielding an equal power in the separate spheres of spiritual matters and secular temporalities.
While a bishop had no jurisdiction over the secular and proprietary interests controlled by the
abbots, he did have the greater authority in regards to matters of pastoral care. However, this

power could be rather haphazard as it had no distinct territorial boundaries. ! For example,
during the 8™ and 9™ centuries, several bishops sought to extend their control over small

independent churches with varying success, and proponents of a ‘Roman-style’ church hierarchy

convened several synods in attempts to regulate the behaviour of bishops who were prone to

B Ibid. pp. 255-258; pp. 84, 94-97,102-106.

2 Sl;r??ez, ‘Some Problems,’ pp. 255-258, 263-264. See also Charles-Edwards, ‘The Pastoral Role of the Church,’
pp. 67-72.

cc M. Herbert, Jona, Kells and Derry: The History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba
(Dublin, 1996).

*'Sharpe, ‘Some Problems,’ pp. 253-259; ‘Churches and Communities,” pp. 100-101, 105-107.
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invading the ‘sees’ of their fellows.’> What becomes clear is that neither the organisation of the
monasteria, nor the episcopate (such as it was) were dependent on either the authority of Rome,
or upon the local leaders, though the goodwill of kings was often sought.”

The picture painted by Tomés O Carragéin differs from that presented above in several
particulars. By approaching the issue through a study of the archaeological evidence on the
Iveragh and Dingle peninsulas, Co. Kerry, O Carragéin has concluded that the church in certain
areas of Ireland was organised along well-defined territorial lines with principle churches
controlling the land and resources within their immediate vicinity. This territory could include
secular and ecclesiastical settlements. A high density of stone churches (likely dating from the
9% century) are found within the territories of the principle churches on Iveragh and Dingle.
These were probably privately owned chapels transmitted from one generation of non-celibate

clergy to the next, rather than satellite sites in charge of pastoral care because their stature

(usually under 12m*) was too small to support a congregation or a pastoral role. Other churches,
found outside the territorial boundaries of the principle churches, most likely remained
independent and served primarily as reliquary-chapels, usually for local saints.”* While this
portrait argues against the disorganised, ‘organic’ growth of the monasteria, negates a pastoral
function for the smaller ecclesiastical foundations, and insists on firm territorial boundaries that
are geographically based; it must be noted that O Carragain’s evidence does not invalidate the

previous model in regards to the proposed relations between the abbots and bishops, and the Irish

church’s relationship with the church of Rome.

The workings of the early monasteria and the episcopate in Anglo-Saxon England is

somewhat clearer, though the situation in Northumbria was quite complex as 1t was the product

2K . Hughes, ‘Evidence for Contacts Between the Churches of the Irish and English, from the Synod of Whitby to

the Viking Age,’ in P. Clemoes and K. Hughes (eds.), England Before the Conquest: Studies in Primary Sources
Presented to Dorothy Whitelock (Cambridge, 1971), p. 52.

* T. O Carragdin, ‘A Landscape Converted,’ pp. 129-131, 142.
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of two different missions, the Irish and the Roman. Under the Gregorian mission, Augustine was
granted the pallium and given the authority to set up an episcopal hierarchy, which he did by
creating twelve bishops and two seats of archiepiscopal authority: one at Canterbury and one at

York. While Augustine took control at Canterbury, Paulinus, credited with the conversion of

King Edwin, was eventually appointed archbishop of York.”

Unfortunately, while the seat of power in Canterbury remained steady and a stronghold of
the Roman-style hierarchy, the fledgling archbishopric of York was abandoned with the death of
Edwin (c. 633) and, due to warfare and political power plays between the two different kingdoms
of Northumbria (Bemicia and Deira), was not reinstituted until 735.%¢ In the meantime, Oswald,

Edwin’s eventual successor (c. 635), requested a bishop from the Irish rather than from Rome or

Canterbury, and in this way the Irish mission made its presence known in Northumbria and
quickly gained precedence. Bishop Aidan of Iona was granted the tidal island of Lindistarne for

his episcopal see, and the monastery quickly grew in influence and power, providing a homebase

for the spread of the Irish/Ionan mission through the activities of its priests and the building of

numerous churches.”’

By requesting a bishop from Iona and granting that bishop the see of Lindisfarne, Oswald
had effectively circumvented the ecclesiastical hierarchy set up by Augustine. The fact that

Aidan’s successors, Finan (651-661) and Colmén (661-664) ;vere also consecrated in Ireland (or
Iona) and were, therefore, also outside the official Anglo-Saxon hierarchy was quite likely one of
the ‘ecclesiastical matters,” along with the correct calculation of Easter and style of tonsure,
which led to the necessity of a synod at Whitby; Colman’s belief in the authority of St Columba
rather than St Peter spoke of an allegiance to the monastic familia of Iona rather than to the

authority of Rome and its ecclesiastical representatives in England. When Wilfrid argued

successfully for the enforcement of Roman practices, Colmén was forced to leave the

¥ EH1.29,11.17, pp.104-107, 194-197.
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monaste:ry..3 ;

After the Synod (AD 664), the bishops of Lindisfarne were appointed by the archbishop
of Canterbury, and bishops were again appointed to York (one of whom was the rather short-
lived Wilfrid).” By the year of Bede’s death (735) York had again become the seat of an
archbishopric, with the king’s brother Ecgbert receiving the pallium.*’ Furthermore, by the mid-
8™ century, York had also surpassed the see bf Lindisfarne (which included Monkwearmouth
and Jarrow) as a centre of scholarship.*!

The state of the monasteries within this unsettled episcopal situation is unclear, especially
because, much like in Ireland, the very definition of a monastery has been called into question.
Studies of various ecclesiastic documents have shown that the Latin term monasterium was used
to denote communities of very different size and status, and that while some, like Wearmouth
and Jarrow, were close to the Benedictine ideal, most were not. Instead, as Thacker points out,
many were loosely organised establishments ruled by an abbot or abbess, which housed priests
and other inmates variously described as monachi or clerici. Clerici included deacons and
priests as well as those of a lower ecclesiastical grade, while monachi referred not only to all the
resident men and women, who were in some sense vowed to the religious life, but also to the

‘extramural’ labourers, clients, and dependants of the church. The label monasteria, therefore,

generally referred to a large estate with at least one church that functioned as a centre, not only

for the actual inmates of the monasteria, but also for the geographical parochia, which
surrounded it. Some of these estates incorporated extremely large amounts of land and a

hierarchy of dependant churches and, as self-sufficient farming communities that might also

have received ecclesiastical dues, wielded a power not strictly answerable to the established

% Ibid, 11:20, 1111, pp.202-207, 212-215.
37 Ibid III:3, pp. 218-221.
*® Ibid. I11:25, 111: 26, pp. 294-311.

> Ibid. 111:28, IV:2, IV:12, IV:28, pp.314-318, 334-335, 370-371, 436-439.
Y Ibid. pp.572-573.
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ecclesiastical hierarchy. *

The formation of these monasteria were also varied. Morris has suggested a number of
different models, such as foundation by eremitic saints searching for seclusion; royal foundations
to serve the needs of the king, his family and ‘comites’; and ‘pseudo-monasteries’, which were
communities exempt from military service, and characterised by a profound lack of religious
discipline.*’

Land grants were made by benefactors in exchange for prayers and advice during life,
and intercession for the soul and burial close to the force field of a saint after death.** Some
communities received more land than could be administered from one centre, or the population
became too large, leading to a division into two centres, or clusters of monasteria, and to
monasteria with satellite religious sites. Federations between monasteries were also formed,
with kinship often playing a vital role.*’ Indeed it has been argued that Wilfred sought to set up

his own federation to rival the Irish, envisioning an alliance of monasteries throughout

Northumbria, Scotland and even Northern Ireland.*°
Clearly then the Anglo-Saxon monasteria varied widely in the make-up of their
communities and commitment to a spiritual life, though by the late-7" century, there was a

growing emphasis on building an ecclesiastical organisation with a focus on discipline and a

consistency with the institutional affairs of the Church.*’” Nominally subordinate to the episcopal

diocesan, some of the monasteria had papal dispensations that exempted them from this

*'M. Garrison, J. Nelson, and D. Tweddle (eds.), Alcuin and Charlemagne: The Golden Age of York (York, 2001), p.
6

":Thacker, ‘Monks, Preaching and Pastoral Care,’ pp. 137-147.

¥ See Morris, Churches in the Landscape (London, 1989), pp. 113-118,126-138; Cf. Thacker, ‘Monks, Preaching

and Pastoral Care,’ p. 139. See also ‘Letter of Bede to Egbert, Archbishop of York’ in D. Whitelock (ed.), English
Historical Documents vol.1: 500-1042 (London, 1968), pp. 735-745, for Bede’s opinions about laxity in the ‘false

monasteries’.

“ Morris, Churches in the Landscape, pp. 113-117. Cf. H. Mayr-Harting, The Coming of Christianity to Anglo-
Saxon England, 1* edn (London, 1972), pp. 148, 156-157.

** Morris, Churches in the Landscape, p. 113.

“®Charles-Edwards, ‘The Pastoral Role of the Church,’ note 19; Mayr-Harting, The Coming of Christianity, pp.156-
167.

4" Morris, Churches in the Landscape, p. 123.
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authority, while others, especially the royally-founded monasteries, which were closely
assoclated with the administrative centres of royal estates, actually had a greater authority, and
often, like Whitby, influenced royal policy.*® It was a situation clearly resented by the
episcopacy, and several church councils attempted to legislate episcopal rights and authority.*’

In essence then, the Anglo-Saxon Church differed from the Irish in two significant ways:
the nature of the episcopate, and the relationship between the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the
monasteria. The founders of the Anglo-Saxon Church envisioned a structured hierarchy
involving priests, bishops, and archbishops, and while some bishops were ‘unofficially’
consecrated by a synod of other bishops, or on the Continent, the general rule seemed to be that
only confirmation by an archbishop was considered official.>® The situation in Ireland is unclear,
though Warren has argued that consecration by a single other bishop was the norm.”'

The great Irish monasteria had much in common with the Anglo-Saxon. Both types
could be large estates that wielded a great deal of political power. Both could be responsible for
the pastoral care of all who resided within a geographical territory and could house mixed
communities made up of priests, clerics, laymen and even isolated religious communities in the
strict Benedictine sense. However, in contrast to the Anglo-Saxon, the Irish monasteria were an
integral part of the hierarchy of the Church rather than an anomalous feature. This hierarchy,
however, was not based upon the Roman system of parish, diocese, and archdiocese. Rather, it
seems to have grown up organically in response to the needs of the Irish as they gradually

became Christianised. Bishops and abbots fulfilled different roles within this system, and those

of the great churches or monasteria enjoyed a high status equivalent to that of Irish kings.

Despite their independence from a Roman-based hierarchy, the commitment of the Irish

“*Thacker, ‘Monks, Preaching and Pastoral Care,* pp. 143-153, 160-165; See also ‘Letter of Pope Paul I to Eadberht,

King of Northumbria, and his Brother Egbert, Archbishop of York’; ‘Letter of Bede to Egbert,” in D. Whitelock,
English Historical Documents, pp. 735-745, 764-765.

‘: C. Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils c. 650-c.850 (London & New York, 1995), pp. 191-203.
% EH 111:28, IV:2, pp.314-317, 332-337,

*'F. Warren, The Liturgy and Ritual of the Celtic Church (Oxford, 1881), pp. 68-69, 77.
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bishops and princeps to provide an ‘orthodox’ Christian ministry to the people was powerful,

and enforced by secular law. The Corus Bréscani depicted the relationship between the church
and the laity as a contract whereby material wealth passed from the fuath to the church and
pastoral care passed from the church to the tuath. If the pastoral care was inadequate or non-
existent then the tiarh was entitled to end all payments.”* Although the English arrangement was
similar, it was not enforced by law until the 11" century.””

Especially intriguing 1s the fact that Irish canon law declared that the heads of
monasteria, and the monasteria themselves, could lose their status if they were accused and
convicted of schismatic practices. The direction from which these threats came 1s not made
clear, but it appears that the princeps had more to fear from their neighbours than from Rome.
Secular rulers wishing to undermine the independence of a church or seize church property could

use the accusation of heresy or schismatic practices, as could rival monasteria seeking to spread

their power. Such a threat was likely behind the actions of Adomnan, who, after the Synod of
Whitby, attempted to convert Iona to the Roman practice of Easter and mode of tonsure.>
Interestingly enough, due to a quirk in the law, a church was relatively safe providing its head
was considered orthodox.” Therefore, since Adomnén had declared his support for the Roman
party, Jona remained immune from attack, even though its monks refused to convert.

The churches and monasteria in Scotland and Pictland were almost certainly affected by
the events in Northumbria. After the Pictish King Nechtan wrote to Ceolfrith, the abbot of
Jarrow, for instruction in the Roman practices (c. 710) he enforced the orthodox dating of Easter
and tonsure throughout his kingdom, and by 717 also expelled the Columban familia ‘trans

dorsum Brittanie’>® The necessity for this expulsion seems somewhat questionable. Even

*’Charles-Edwards, ‘The Pastoral Role of the Church,’ pp. 70-71.

>Thacker, ‘Monks, Preaching and Pastoral Care’, p. 148.
** EH V:15, pp. 504-509.

*Charles-Edwards, ‘The Pastoral Role of the Church’, pp. 72-73.

*® EH V:21, pp. 532-553; MacAirt and MacNiocaill, Annals of Ulster, pp. 172-173; Hennessy, Chronicum
Scotorum, p. 93.
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though Adomnan’s arguments had failed, Bede reports that a Northumbrian monk named Egbert

was able to convert Jona to the Roman practices in 716.”’ Logically, the members of the
Columban familia should have followed suit, and there should have been no reason to expel them
from Pictland. If, however, Iona did not convert until 718, as reported in the Chronicum
Scotorum,”® then accusations of schism could have forced their removal, and, due to their own
laws, they would have had to accept their expulsion without a fight. Although it has been argued
that Nechtan was ‘patently a pious king’,” it is equally likely that Nechtan was as concerned
with the power, money and land that could be gained from legally seizing the Columban
monasteria, and beset by conflicts for his throne and continuing hostilities with Northumbria, the
last thing Nechtan could afford was a fight with Columban supporters in the Dal Riada.”® The
lack of records makes such theories speculative, but they do fit the known facts as does the
conclusion that the Columban monasteria in Pictland had not followed the lead of Iona and were,
therefore, agents in their own downfall.

It has been argued that Nechtan’s actions paved the way for Roman-based hierarchical
organisation of the Pictish church<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>