
1n tront ot the Koyal Portal to watch the pertormance ot a thlrteenth
century Miracle play - the Miracle ef Thiophile - an early Faust-like story 
where a resrless and ambitious cleric signs a pact selling his soul to the 
Devil. Repenting, he seeks help from Our Lady who snatches the docu
ment from the Devil and restores it to Theophile. While waiting for the 
play to start, there was a moment of comic relie£ To amuse themselves 
a group of students started chanting 'de l'eau, de l'eau' - water, water. The 
good citizens of Chartres from the balconies of their houses looking 
down on us, started to sprinkle us with water. I was in the direct line of 
fire and was soaked to the skin, a relief in the circumstances. 

Then, from the cathedral the actors filed all dressed in stone
coloured robes as if they had stepped down from among the statues. It 
was truly uncanny. 

To my surprise, I found that the pilgrimage still takes place, though 
not perhaps in the form I knew it. No, we didn't have to walk back to 
Paris. Trains took us to the city. When I looked in the mirror in my 
lodgings a blackened face stared back at me, hair stiff with dust. I felt 
like a true pilgrim. 
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FROM LEUVEN TO DROMORE 

Tadhg 6 Dushlaine 

Today, 20 May, in what is now known as The Louvain Institute for Ireland 
in Europe, in Leuven, Belgium, the founding of the Irish Franciscan 
College by Florence Conroy, 400 years ago in I 607, is being celebrated. 

Conroy, by birth a member of the learned Connacht 6 Maolchonaire 
family was, by vocation, a distinguished theologian and recognised author
ity on the works of St Augustine, and had considerable influence with 
Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain. Not only did he acquire the funding for 
the establishment of an Irish College, but he also had the vision to set up 
the first Irish printing press for the Catholic im~ris at Leuven. Of all the 
colleges of the Irish Diaspora from Bordeaux to Brussels, from Paris to 
Prague, that of the Franciscans at Leuven is by far the most famous - not 
just for the catechetical and devotional works produced there for the home 
mission, but particularly for the great work of the Four Masters in 
compiling the Annals ef the Kingdom ef Ireland and the Lives ef the Irish Saints. 

Conroy's Irish version of the classic Desiderius, first written in 
Catalan, a type of Pi~rim's Progress, for the wandering Irish of the time, 
was the first book off the new printing press in I 6 I 6. In his inspiring 
introduction, he tells us that this bestseller was translated into all the 
great modern languages and asks why the Irish shouldn't have it too: 

This book appealed so much to the people of Europe that 
it was translated into Spanish, Italian, French, German and 
English. It appeared to us and to that it would be beneficial 
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to translate it into Irish, to bring the light of understand
ing of the holy things it teaches to that part of our home
land that does not understand any other language, 

For the great paradox of the fall of Gaelic Ireland at Kinsale in 
160!, and the emigration of the earls in 1607, was that both political 
failures were a blessing in disguise, allowing us to avail of all that was 
best in the post-Renaissance, Baroque Europe of the time. And the great 
achievement of the Irish bnigris of that age, were not political, academic 
or religious, but above all literary in their mastery of the great baroque 
themes of the time - flux and fragility and the vulnerability of the 
human condition. 

Two years afi:er Conroy's Desiderius, what many scholars now consider 
the finest literary achievement of the period came from the Franciscan 
press at Leuven. Ostensibly a treatise on the sacrament of confession, 
Hugh McCavill's Speculum Confessionis is as dramatic and impressive in its 
description as the painting of Caravaggio or Bernini's sculpture. His 
version of a contemporary tale in order to impress the danger of dying 
in sin has all the vigour and vitality, localisation and dramatic effect of 
Caravaggio's Supper at Emmaus: 

Not too long ago an example of what we are discussing 
happened right here in Brussels. It concerns a certain army 
officer, intelligent but reckless. His friends were forever 
advising him to mend his ways, but this wise guy always 
replied that one quarter of an hour would be enough for 
him to put things right with God at the end. Wait till you 
hear what happened to him: while he was having dinner, 
with a group most unlike the twelve apostles, just as he put 
a bite to his mouth, the life and soul leapt out of him, and 
he went to a place where he received his just reward, and 
that isn't considered to be a very nice place. 

McCavill's skill as a scholar, preacher and missionary was recognised 
and he was ordained Archbishop of Armagh in Rome in June I 626 but 
died in September that same year, is buried in St Isadore's, and never got 
a chance to visit his native Downpatrick. But in the dispensation that 
now obtains on this island, there is something singularly appropriate in 
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the fact that, afi:er the Restoration in I66I, Jeremy Taylor, known as 
The Shakespeare of Divinity', was appointed Protestant Bishop of 
Down and Connor and lies buried in Dromore Cathedral. And how 
fitting it is that Taylor's classic on the art of dying should echo 
McCavill's earlier work in Irish, for both borrow from the same classi
cal and biblical sources. Meditations on life and death helped both these 
bishops put things in perspective in the troubled times of the seven
teenth century. 'Homer calls man "a leaf"; Taylor says, 

the smallest, the weakest piece of a short-lived plant; Pindar 
calls him "the dream of a shadow"; St James says our life is 
but smoke, tossed by every wind, lifi:ed up on high, or lefi: 
below, according as it pleases the sun. It is less than a mist 
or a shower, and not substantial enough to make a cloud. It 
ends afi:er a short time, like the shadow that departs, or like 
a tale that is told, or like a dream when one awakes. The 
sum of it all is this: you are but human, and consequently 
your life is a series of heights and lows, of lights and 
shadows, of misery and folly, of laughter and tears, of 
groans and death. 

There is much to admire in the writing of these two humble bishops, 
McCavill and Taylor, whose words of wisdom lead to that peace that 
passes all understanding, when the political spites and squabbles of the 
time have been long forgotten. 

-145-

i, 
I 

!:!:I 

i 

:1 

11 

i I, 


