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Fochart
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Liag

10

Gilbert

Gillebertus

Gilla espuig

Imar
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Ua hAedacain
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Uisnech

Waterford

Port Láirge
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INTRODUCTION
The main purpose of this Introduction is to give an account of a
movement which changed the whole face of the Irish Church, and
to the advancement of which St. Malachy devoted his life. In default
of a better word we may call the movement a Reformation, though
it might perhaps be more accurately described as an ecclesiastical
revolution. Without some knowledge of its aims and progress it is
impossible to assign to Malachy his true place in the history of his
native country.
That such a movement actually took place in the twelfth century
is beyond doubt. From about the year 1200 on it is certain that the
organization of the Church of Ireland was similar to that of the other Churches of western Christendom. The country was divided into
dioceses; and each diocese had a bishop as its ruler, and a Cathedral
Church in which the bishop's stool was placed. The Cathedral
Church, moreover, had a chapter of clergy, regular or secular, who
performed important functions in the diocese. But up to the end of
the eleventh century all these things were unknown among the
Irish. The constitution of the Church was then of an entirely different type, one that had no exact parallel elsewhere. The passage from
the older to the newer organization must have taken place in the
twelfth century. During that century, therefore, there was a Reformation in the Irish Church, however little we may know of its causes or its process. But this Reformation [Pg xiii] was no mere remodelling of the hierarchy. It can be shown that it imposed on the
members of the Church a new standard of sexual morality; if we
believe contemporary writers, it restored to their proper place such
rites as Confession, Confirmation and Matrimony; it substituted for
the offices of divine service previously in use those of the Roman
Church; it introduced the custom of paying tithes; it established in
Ireland the monastic orders of Latin Christendom 1; and it may
have produced changes in other directions. 2 But I propose to confine myself to the change in the constitution of the Church, which
was its most striking feature. The subject, even thus narrowed, will
give us more than can be satisfactorily treated in a few pages.
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First, I must emphasize the assertion made a moment ago that the
constitution of the Irish Church in the eleventh century was sui
generis. Let us begin by reminding ourselves what it was from the
sixth to the eighth century. It was then essentially monastic in character. The rulers of the Church were the abbots of the monasteries,
commonly known as the coarbs or successors of their founders.
These abbots were sometimes bishops; but whether they were bishops or of lower rank in the ministry, their authority was inherent in
their office of coarb. At this period bishops were numerous—more
numerous than in later medieval or modern times; and certain functions were reserved for bishops, for example, ordination. No ecclesiastic, of whatever status, could perform such functions, unless he
was of the episcopal order. But no bishop, as such, had jurisdiction.
The bishops were often subordinate [Pg xiv] officers in monasteries,
reverenced because of their office, but executing their special functions at the command of the abbots. Sometimes a bishop was attached to a single tribe. Sometimes a group of bishops—often seven
in number—dwelt together in one place. But in no case, I repeat,
had they jurisdiction. Thus ecclesiastical authority was vested in the
abbots. The episcopate was bestowed on certain individuals as a
personal distinction. Thus the bishops, if they were not also abbots,
had only such influence on the affairs of the Church as their sanctity, or their learning, might give them.
It may surprise some that so anomalous a system of government
should have persisted as late as the eleventh century, in other words
for a period of over 500 years. But we must take account of the Danish—or as we should rather call it, the Norse—invasion of Ireland.
Danish ships first appeared off the Irish coasts about the year 800.
From that time for two centuries Ireland was to a large extent cut off
from intercourse with the rest of Europe. The aim of the northern
hordes, as it seems, was not mere pillage, but the extinction of
Christianity. Ecclesiastical institutions were everywhere attacked,
and often destroyed. And these institutions were centres of scholarship. Heretofore Ireland had been the special home of learning, and
had attracted to itself large numbers of foreign students. But in
those disastrous centuries its culture was reduced to the lowest
point. In such circumstances it was not possible that the organization of the Church should be developed or strengthened. The Dan14

ish domination of the country must have tended to stereotype the
old hierarchical system. It might, indeed, suffer from deterioration:
it probably did. But it could not be assimilated to the system which
then prevailed on the [Pg xv] Continent. We should expect that the
constitution of the Church in the eleventh century, whatever abuses
may have crept into its administration, would in principle be identical with that of the pre-Danish period.
There can in fact be no doubt that it was. We have in our hands
writings of Lanfranc, Anselm, St. Bernard and Giraldus Cambrensis
which picture the state of the Irish Church at that time. They speak
of it in terms which are by no means complimentary. But when they
come to details we discover that the irregularities in its hierarchical
arrangement which shocked them most went back to the days of St.
Columba. Quotations cannot be given here. But the reader will
probably find in the Life printed below, and the authorities referred
to in the notes, sufficient proof that the constitution of the Irish
Church in 1100 was in the main a following, though perhaps a corrupt following, of that of the sixth century. 3
There was indeed one abuse in the Irish Church of the tenth and
eleventh centuries of which few traces are found before the Danish
invasion. We learn from St. Bernard that the abbots of Armagh were
the representatives of a single family, and held office, as of right, by
hereditary succession. 4 There is reason to believe that this evil custom was not peculiar to Armagh. 5 According to St. Bernard, it was
the gravest departure from Catholic tradition of which the Irish
Church was guilty, and the parent of many evils. We shall hear
more of it in the sequel. For the moment it is sufficient to note that it
existed.
[Pg xvi]
I.—The Beginnings of the Movement
But before the eleventh century ended forces were at work in Ireland which prepared the way for the introduction of a new order.
They were set free by the conversion of the Norsemen to Christianity, and by their final defeat at the battle of Clontarf. The date of the
conversion cannot be fixed: it was probably a gradual process. And
we do not know from what source the Danes derived their Christianity. The victory of Clontarf was won on Good Friday, 1014.
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Now a study of the Annals reveals the fact that in the seventh and
eighth centuries there was a goodly, and on the whole an increasing, body of scholars in Ireland. Under the Norse domination, as we
might expect, the number was greatly diminished. But already in
the tenth century there was a notable increase: in the eleventh century the number was doubled. In the tenth century, moreover, and
still more in the eleventh, scholars began to congregate at special
centres, which became permanent homes of learning, the most
prominent of these schools being at Armagh and Clonmacnoise.
And during the same period we find frequent mention of an official,
unknown before the arrival of the Norsemen, who is styled fer légind
or professor. Between 925 and 1000 the obits of twenty-three professors are recorded; in the eleventh century of more than fifty. In the
greater number of cases the fer légind is associated with one of those
seats of learning which is known to have been most prolific of
scholars.
Thus it appears that gradually, as the onslaughts of the Danes became less frequent, Irish men of learning tended more and more to
become teachers rather than mere students, and to gravitate towards a few great centres of study. The climax of this movement
towards [Pg xvii] organization and the eminence of special places
was reached about the middle of the eleventh century (1030-1063),
when mention is made of thirty-three persons who held the office of
fer légind, and when the principal schools seem to have been those of
Clonmacnoise, Armagh, Kildare and Kells. 6
The Reformation of the twelfth century, like that of the sixteenth,
was prepared for by a revival of learning.
But further, the defeat of the Danes removed the barrier which
had hindered communication between Ireland and the rest of Europe. Students once more came to Ireland from other lands to pursue their studies. The most remarkable of these was perhaps Sulien,
the future bishop of St. David's. Sulien the Wise was born shortly
before the date of the battle of Clontarf in the district of Cardigan. In
early youth he displayed much aptitude for learning, and in middle
life, about 1058, "stirred by the example of the fathers," he paid a
visit to the Irish schools in order to perfect his studies. He spent
thirteen years in that country, and then established a famous school
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at Llanbadarn Fawr in Wales. In the library of Trinity College, Dublin, there is a precious relic of the work of this school. It is a beautiful manuscript of St. Jerome's Latin version of the Psalter according
to the Hebrew, once the property of Bishop Bedell. 7 The manuscript was written by a member of the school, a Welshman named
Ithael. It is adorned with excellent illuminations by John, one of
Sulien's sons, and was presented to Ricemarch, another son of
Sulien. A valuable copy of the Hieronymian Martyrology prefixed
to it gives sundry indications that it was transcribed [Pg xviii] from
an Irish exemplar. At the end of the volume are some verses composed by Ricemarch, and perhaps written there by his own hand.
They display considerable Biblical and patristic learning. Another
relic of the school is a copy of St. Augustine's De Trinitate in Corpus
Christi College, Cambridge. 8 It was written and illuminated by
John, and contains excellent Latin verses from his pen. In the British
Museum there is also a poem of Ricemarch describing the horrors of
the Norman invasion of Wales. 9 And finally we have a Life of St.
David, by the same author. It relates many incidents culled from the
lives of Irish saints who had in one way or another been brought
into contact with David; all of them reminiscent of Sulien's studies
in the Irish Schools. 10
I have dwelt on these things because they illustrate in a striking
way the revival of Irish learning in the eleventh century. But just at
the time when Sulien, and doubtless many other foreigners, were
coming to Ireland to study, Irish scholars were beginning to renew
their ancient habit of travelling to other countries. By way of example I may mention two, both of whom were known by the same
name, Marianus Scotus. One of these, a native of the north of Ireland, whose real name was Muiredach Mac Robartaich, founded the
monastery of St. Peter at Ratisbon about 1070; and he was succeeded there by six abbots of north Irish birth. He wrote a commentary
on the Pauline Epistles, which is still preserved in the Imperial Library at Vienna. The other, Mael Brigte by name, left Ireland in
1056, and after some wanderings established himself at Mainz in
1069. He compiled a chronicle, which is of considerable [Pg xix]
value. 11 Hereafter I shall have to mention other Irish men of travel;
and it will be seen that from some of them, who returned home,
came the main impulse to the reform of the Irish Church.
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The battle of Clontarf broke the power of the Danes in Ireland;
but it did not secure their departure from the country. Those that
remained were mainly settled in the four cities of Dublin, Wexford,
Waterford and Limerick. In due time these four Danish colonies
adopted the Christian Faith, and before long they became organized
churches, each presided over by a bishop. In Dublin this took place
a quarter of a century after the battle of Clontarf, the first bishop
being Dunan, in whose episcopate the Danish king, Sitric, founded
the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity about 1040. Of the early ecclesiastical history of Wexford practically nothing is known; but the first
bishop of Waterford was consecrated in 1096, 12 and the first bishop
of Limerick eight or ten years later. 13 These were the first churches
in Ireland ruled by bishops who were not abbots; and it seems that
each of the bishops had a defined diocese. The dioceses of Dublin,
Waterford, and perhaps Wexford, were very small, extending only a
little way, if at all, beyond the walls of the Cathedral city. The diocese of Limerick, on the other hand, was extensive; rather larger
than the present diocese of the same name. But whether large or
small each of these dioceses presented to the eyes of the Irish a
model of Church government similar to that in vogue on the Continent, and utterly different from that to which they were accustomed.
[Pg xx] This might prove a potent factor in the Reformation, once
a tendency developed among the Irish to bring their ecclesiastical
machinery into conformity with that of the rest of the world. But it
is manifest that by itself it would not induce them to re-model their
hierarchy. It was not to be expected that they would cast aside the
tradition of centuries, moved merely by a desire to imitate their late
enemies. If, as is commonly held, the Danish dioceses, without exception, held themselves aloof from, or were hostile to, Irish Christianity, such a result could hardly have been attained, at any rate
until the coming of the Anglo-Normans. These later invaders would
doubtless have forced diocesan episcopacy on the Irish Church. But
that it was established in Ireland before the country came, even in
part, under English rule, is certain. So we must ask the question:
What was the connecting link which bound the Church of the Danish colonists to that of Celtic Ireland? By way of answer I point to
the remarkable fact, often overlooked, that all the earliest bishops of
18

the Danish dioceses were of Irish birth. Why Danish Christians
should have elected Irishmen as their bishops I do not attempt to
explain. But the evidence for the fact is clear.
The first two bishops of Dublin, Dunan and Patrick (Gilla Pátraic), had unmistakably Irish names. So too had their immediate successors Donough O'Hanley and his nephew Samuel O'Hanley; and
of these two the latter is stated by the English chronicler Eadmer 14
to have been "natione Hibernensis." The next bishop, Gregory—the
first archbishop of Dublin—was likewise "natione Hibernensis"
according to the continuator of Florence of Worcester. 15 He was
followed by St. [Pg xxi] Laurence O'Toole, of whose nationality it is
unnecessary to give proof.
Malchus, the earliest bishop of Waterford, was an Irishman; 16 so
also was Gilbert, the first bishop of Limerick. And when Gilbert
resigned his see, after an episcopate of thirty-five years, he was
succeeded by Patrick, whose name tells its own tale. 17
Most of the Irish rulers of Danish dioceses whom I have mentioned were men of travel. Patrick of Dublin, to whose learning
Lanfranc bears testimony, "was nourished in monastic institutions
from his boyhood," 18 and certainly not, in an Irish religious house.
Donough O'Hanley, before his consecration, was a monk of Canterbury; Samuel O'Hanley was a monk of St. Albans; 19 Malchus was
called to Waterford from Walkelin's monastery at Winchester; 20
Gilbert of Limerick had visited Normandy, 21 and at a later date we
find him assisting at the consecration of a bishop in Westminster
Abbey. 22 Such men had had training which [Pg xxii] familiarized
them with Roman methods of Church Government. They were well
fitted to organize and rule their dioceses. And if they desired to
imbue the Celtic Church with the principles which they had learnt,
and on which they acted, their nationality gave them a ground of
appeal which no Dane could have had. It is of course not to be assumed that all of them were so disposed. The Danish Christians of
Dublin not only stood aside from the Celtic Church; for reasons
which will appear later they were inimical to it, and it to them.
Their bishops, with the possible exception of the first, made profession of canonical obedience to the English Primates. Not only so:
they gloried in their subjection to Canterbury. "We have always
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been willing subjects of your predecessors," wrote the burgesses
and clergy of Dublin to Ralph, archbishop of Canterbury, when the
see was vacant in 1121. And then, after a reference to the great jealousy of Cellach of Armagh against them, they proceed to declare,
"We will not obey his command, but desire to be always under your
rule. Therefore we beseech you to promote Gregory to the episcopate if you wish to retain any longer the parish which we have kept
for you so long." 23 It was clearly impossible that this diocese could
directly influence the Irish in the direction of reform. But no such
obstacle barred the path of the first bishops of Limerick and Waterford. Gilbert owed no allegiance to Canterbury; Malchus was consecrated at Canterbury, but he soon escaped his profession of obedience to Anselm. 24 [Pg xxiii] Both became leaders of the romanizing
movement in Ireland.
But the influence of the Danish dioceses on the Irish Church was
not limited to the personal action of their bishops. Indirectly all of
them, including Dublin, had a share in promoting the Reformation.
Archbishop Lanfranc, as early as 1072, claimed that his primacy
included Ireland as well as England. 25 The claim, curiously
enough, was based on Bede's History, in which there is not a single
word which supports it. But the arrival two years later of Patrick,
elect of Dublin, seeking consecration at his hands, gave him his
opportunity to enforce it. When Patrick returned to take possession
of his see he carried with him two letters from Lanfranc. One was
addressed to Gothric, the Manx prince who for the moment was
king of Dublin. Lanfranc, with tactful exaggeration, dubs him "glorious king of Ireland," and tells him that in consecrating Patrick he
had followed the custom of his predecessors in the chair of St. Augustine. The other letter was more important. It was directed to
Turlough O'Brien, grandson of Brian Boroimhe, who is also styled,
inconsistently, and not altogether truly, "magnificent king of Ireland": he was doubtless king of Ireland in hope, but in fact he never
extended his sway beyond the southern half of the island. Turlough's attention is called to the irregularities of the Irish Church.
He is urged to call a council of bishops and religious men for the
extirpation of those evil customs, and to be present at it in person.
This letter evidently produced an impression, and not only on Turlough O'Brien. For a few years later Lanfranc wrote another letter,
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