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Abstract
Where we find medieval distinctions between philosophy and theology, the term
‘philosophy’ describes the mode and degree the soul’s participation in the gracious
revelation of God’s wisdom apart from — though ideally in cooperation with — the
further means of grace which are manifest through the Church alone. This thesis
explores what philosophy, thus defined, means in an early Irish context, and does this
through an exploration of the way that nature is conceptualised in contrast to the
realities and capacities taken to be manifest in the Church. Chapter 1 discusses the
influence of Isidore’s parallel conceptions of natural law and natural language on the
way that secular political hierarchies were conceived in early Irish literature. Chapter 2
shows that, in early Irish literature, natural law does not generally mean the vestigial
capacity for ethics that remains to the soul after the Fall, as it does for the Latin Doctors,
but the mode of inspiration by the Holy Spirit that is appropriate to the secular
hierarchies. Chapters 3 and 4 concern contrasting positions on the degree to which this
natural law can be politically relalised in the Christian Era. Chapter 3 outlines the
influence of Eusebian triumphalism, which sees the Christian Era as the time in which
the natural law may be most perfectly known. Chapter 4 discusses the influence of
Augustine’s theory of the Six Ages of the World, which sees the Christian Era as less
capable of embodying the natural law than former ages. Chapter 5 discusses the
meaning of metamorphosis and metemphyschosis in an early Irish context, in view of
their apparent incompatibility with Christian ideas concerning human nature. Chapter 6
shows that the gods of the early Irish sagas do not compromise the philosophical

theology of nature discussed in the preceeding, but rather, are integral to it.
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INTRODUCTION

Christianity and its Antecedents

The relationship of Christianity to the forms of religion that had preceded it has always
been a rather complicated matter. Because the Church has understood Christ to be, as
the prophet sang, ‘the desire of all the nations’! (that is, not only of Israel), it has
distinguished itself from Judaism and paganism alike, not as something unrelated to
them, but as that which has at last begun to enact their consummation and perfection.
As such, a constant engagement in the reinterpretation of (and thus, in coming to know
itself through) its predecessors, is integral to its very idea. This is, of course, most
obvious relative to Judaism. Yet even within the Christian Scriptures themselves, an
understanding of Christianity as, among other things, a reinterpretation of Hellenistic
paganism is already in the foreground.? St. John turns to the Stoic concept of the Logos®
to describe what Christ is,* and quotes Christ as using language consonant with the
mystery cults® to describe himself to his disciples when they inform him that Greeks
have come to visit him.® In a vision on the way to Damascus, Christ, in warning Saul

that it is hard for him to ‘kick against the pricks’,’ uses the same words by which the

! Haggai 2:8: ‘desideratus cunctis gentibus’. See also the Great Advent Antiphons, namely the antiphon
for December twenty-second; Benedictines of Solesmes, ed., Liber Usualis (Tournai and New York
1961), 342: ‘O Rex Gentium, et desidertus earum . . .”. This may be given a terminus ante quem of the
ninth-century at the latest, due to Cynewulf’s use of the Great Advent Antiphons in his poem, Christ; for
this, and further arguments for contemporaneity with St. Gregory the Great, see J. Allen Cabaniss, ‘A
Note on the Date of the Great Advent Antiphons’, Speculum 22.3 (Jul. 1947), 440-2.

2 For comparable Jewish approaches to pagan philosophy contemporary to the New Testament, see, for
example, E.H. Colson, ed. and tr., Philo: On Abraham; On Joseph; On Moses, Loeb Classical Library 289
(Cambridge, MA 1939). Another significant precedent for such an approach in the Hebrew Scriptures is
found in Isaiah 45:1, where Cyrus, the Persian emperor, is portrayed as YHWH’s anointed one: ‘715- 0%
I, W% imwn? / obtmg Aéyet koprog 6 B0 td yprotd pov Kdpw’ (=Thus saith the LORD to his
anointed, to Cyrus).

3 For various passages illustrating Stoic theology, see A.A. Long and David N. Sedley, eds. and tr., The
Hellenistic Philosophers, 2 Vols. (Cambridge 1987), tr. I, 268-72, 323-332 and ed. 11, 265-9, 321-32.

4 John 1: ‘In principio erat Verbum, et Verbum erat apud Deum, et Deus erat Verbum . . ." (=In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God . . .).

5 Walter Burkert, Greek Religion, tr. John Raffan (Cambridge, MA 1985), 288-290, esp.290. See also, the
related idea that truth is only available to the initiated; e.g. Matt.13:10-23; John 14:21-22.

6 John 12:24-5: “nisi granum frumenti cadens in terram, mortuum fuerit, / ipsum solum manet: si autem
mortuum fuerit, multum fructum affert’ (=Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth
alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit’).

7 Acts 9:5: ‘oxAnpov oot Tpog kévrpa AaxtiCewv’ (=It is hard for thee to Kick against the pricks), and the
same text again at 26:14. Compare to Bacchae, line 795; E.R. Dodds, ed., Euripides: Bacchae (Oxford
1944): ‘mpog kévrpa haxrtiCoyt Bvnrog dv 0@’ (Kick against the goad, mortality striving against deity).
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Dionysius of Euripides’ Bacchae warns Pentheus against his own impiety, thus
suggesting that Christ is, in some manner, the true Dionysius.® Later, Saul, now St. Paul,
would turn to pagan philosophical and cultic terminology in order to make the Gospel
comprehensible to the Gentiles.® Many further examples could be found besides.

Of course, the notion that Christ is the ultimate object of pre-Christian piety can tend
just as easily towards a polemic emphasis of such rupture as exists between Christianity
and its predecessors as towards a conciliating emphasis on its continuity with them. On
the one hand, a youthful St. Augustine is led by ‘The Platonists’ to a true understanding
of the Christian faith,'° and Lacantius finds, in the Hermetic Corpus and the Sibylline
Oracles, what he believes to be ancient prophecies which correctly distinguish between
the first and second persons of the Trinity.!! Yet neither of them is infrequent in their
denunciations of pagan religion. On the other, we also find the straightforward rejection
of pagan learning as the antithesis of Christianity, a position which received its most

famous articulations from Tertullian and St. Jerome respectively.!? Yet Tertullian’s

8 Dodds makes this comparison in his note on line 795; Dodds, Euripides: Bacchae, 164. See also, Otto
Bauernfeind, Die Apostelgeschichte. Theologischer Handkommentar zum Neuen Testament (Leipzig
1939), 163; Denis R. MacDonald, ‘Classical Greek Poetry and the Acts of the Apostles: Imitations of
Euripides Bacchae’, in Stanley E. Porter and Christian Pitts, eds., Christian Origins and Greco-Roman
Culture, Texts and Editions for New Testament Study 9 (Leiden 2012), 463-96. Cf. Alred Vogeli, ‘Lukas
und Euripides’, Theologische Zeitschrift 9 (1953), 415-38.

9 e.g. Acts 17:22-31, esp. 27-8; for Quellenforschung and discussion of the complex interactions with
Greek philosophy which occur in this passage, and references to the relevant sources, see Ernst Haenchen,
The Acts of the Apostles — A Commentary (Philadelphia 1971), 515-31, noting his caution that St. Paul’s
interpretation of the relevant pagan sources has to some degree been anticipated by earlier Hellenistic
Jewish authors; Hans Conzelmann, Acts of the Apostles (Philadelphia 1973), 137-49; Daniel Marguerat,
Les Actes des ApOtres:13-28 (Geneva 2015), 147-67. St. Pauls’ discussion of natural law in Romans 2 is
another passage of similar significance.

10 Confessions VI1.ix.13-xxi.27; J.J. O’Donnell, ed., Augustine: Confessions, Volume 1: Introduction and
Text (Oxford 1992), 80-7; Henry Chadwick, tr., Saint Augustine: Confessions (Oxford 2008), 121-32. On
this aspect of Augustine, see inter alia Wayne Hankey, ‘Recurrens in te unum: Neoplatonic Form and
Content in Augustine’s Confessions’, in Phillip Cary, John Doody, and Kim Paffernroth, eds. Augustine
and Philosophy, Augustine in Conversation: Tradition and Innovation (Lanham, Boulder, New York,
Toronto and Plymouth 2010), 127-144.

1 Institutiones Divinae 1V.vii.3-9, IV.ix.3, IV.xiii.2ff., IV.xxvii,19; S. Brandt and G.L. Laubmann, eds.,
L.Caeli Firmiani Lactanti: opera omnia, 2 vols, CSEL 19, 27 (Prague, Vienna, Leipzig 1890-93) I, 1-672,
at 292-5, 300-1, 316ff., 388; Anthony Bowen and Peter Garnsey, tr., Lactantius: Divine Institutes,
Translated Texts for Historians 40 (Liverpool 2003), 232-3, 237, 244, 275.

12 De praescriptione haereticorum VII1.1ff., esp. 9; R.-F. Refoulé, ed., Tertullien. Traité de la prescription
contre les hérétiques, Sources chrétiennes 46 (Paris 1957), 96-7. Epistulae XX11.29.7; Isidore Hilberg,
ed., Sancti Eusebii Hieronymi: Epistulae, 3 vols, CSEL 54-6 (Leipzig and Vienna 1910-18) I, 189. For a
similar statement relative to an Insular context, see also Alcuin’s, Episotlae CXXIV; Ernst Dimmler, ed.,

2



rejection of pagan learning, in practice, takes the form of an argument for a Stoic
materialist doctrine of the soul, as opposed to a Platonic understanding of it as being
incorporeal,’® and Jerome’s does not hinder him from turning to Plato’s Phaedrus in
order to understand the vision of Ezekiel.1* In short, neither the affirmation, nor the
negation of pagan wisdom seems, in fact, to occur very often without some

accompanying gesture toward the other.

Early Medieval Ireland: An Unusual Case

One way in which early medieval Ireland stands out in the history of Christian theology
is the degree to which the continuity (rather than the rupture) of the Church with pagan
pre-Christian beliefs and institutions is often assumed and affirmed. Especially notable
here are two ideas: 1) that there were no martyrdoms in the time of the conversion,® and
2) that certain righteous poets and rulers of the Irish past received inspired knowledge
by the Holy Spirit of a sort which not only pointed towards the coming of the faith to
Ireland, but remained a necessary augmentation of ecclesiastical knowledge in the
Christian era.® However, we are faced with the problem that our complete lack of pre-
Christian Irish sources makes it impossible to decisively confirm or deny these or any
other claims about the beliefs of Irish pre-Christians. It is at least possible that certain
ideas attributed to the pre-Christian Irish past could have a very strong degree of
continuity with the past to which they are attributed. The Christian interpretation of the

Psalms is an important point of reference here. That is to say, the Church’s

Epistolae Karolini Aevi Il (Berlin 1895), 183.21-26 [=Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Epistolae 4]:
‘Quid Hinieldus cum Christo? . . .".

13 Dennis K. House, ‘The Relation of Tertullian’s Christology to Pagan Philosophy’, Dionysius 12 (1988),
29-36.

14 Douglas Kries, ‘Origen, Plato and Conscience [Synderesis] in Jerome’s Ezekiel Commentary’, Traditio
57 (2002), 67-83.

15 Clare Stancliffe, ‘Red, White and Blue Martyrdom’, in Dorothy Whitelock, Rosamond McKitterick and
David Dumville, eds., Ireland in Early Mediaeval Europe: Studies in Memory of Kathleen Hughes
(Cambridge 1982), 21-46, at 37. Note, for example, the lack of Irish martyrs (in the most usual sense of
the word) in the Martyrology of Oengus; Whitley Stokes, ed. and tr., Félire Oengusso Céli Dé: The
Martyrology of Oengus the Culdee, Henry Bradshaw Society 29 (London 1905). In the twelfth-century,
Gerald of Wales would see this apparent absence as a sign of the deficiencies of the Irish Church;
Topographia Hibernica §32 [O’Meara §107]; J.S. Brewer, J.F. Dimock and G.F. Warner, eds., Giraldi
Cambrensis opera, 8 vols, (London 1867) V, 178-9; John J. O’Meara, tr., Gerald of Wales: The History
and Topography of Ireland (Harmondsworth 1982, repr. 1988), 115-6.

16 See Chapter 2.



christological reinterpretation of the Hebrew psalms,’ as radical a reinterpretation of
them as it is, did not require any change in the words of the psalms themselves. In
which case, it cannot be assumed a priori that the expression of a pre-Christian idea
must be altered in order to become comprehensible to a Christian interpretation of it,
even if its newfound comprehensibility is very different from that which it is understood

to have had previously.

Even so, if an idea is going to be altered, it seems that much more likely to occur at the
hands of an intellectual context which sees itself as having recourse to superior means of
interpretation which is, as such, capable of separating the ‘true’ from the ‘false’
elements of that idea to a degree not possible previously. Moreover, the degree to which
a given early Irish understanding of the pre-Christian past is a result of accidental
changes in the mediation of information also cannot be assumed. EXxisting texts allow us
to determine, for example, that the way the concept of a ‘hypostasis’ (vrdéotaoig) is used
in the Creed and the Cappadocian Fathers is very different from how it was previously
used by Plotinus,*® or to evaluate Christian claims that Plato’s Timaeus takes the

universe to have a temporal beginning, in opposition to the ‘pagan’ claim that it is

7 For an excellent introduction to this topic, and early patristic interpretation of the psalms in general, see
Hans Boersma, ‘The Church Fathers’ Spiritual Interpretation of the Psalms’, in Jason Van Vliet, ed.,
Living Waters from Ancient Springs: Essays in Honor of Cornelis Van Dam (Eugene, OR 2011), 41-55,
esp. 46-51. On the Early Irish reception of this aspect of patristic psalm-exegesis, see Martin McNamara,
‘Christology and the Interpretation of the Psalms in the Early Irish Church’, in Thomas Finan and Vincent
Twomey, eds., Studies in Patristic Christology (Dublin 1998), 196-233 [repr. in Martin McNamara,
Psalms in the Early Irish Church (Sheffield 2000), 378-416].

18 Ennead I11.8 is a good introduction to the three hypostases of Plotinus; A.H. Armstrong, ed. and tr.,
Plotinus: Enneads, 7 vols. (Cambridge, MA 1966-88) 111, 357-402. His three hypostases describe unequal
modes of existence, knowledge, and unity where the lesser hypostases are able be what they are in
distinction from the superior only through participation in the superior: the least being Soul
(youyn/psucheg), the next greatest, Intellect (vodg/nous), and beyond them all, that by which all lesser things
exist and are, ‘the Good’ (t0 dyaBov/to agathon), or ‘the One’ (10 &v/to hen). For the prehistory of this
doctrine, see Edward Booth, ‘St. Augustine’s notitia sui Related to Aristotle and the Early Neoplatonists’,
Augustiniana 27 (1977), 70-132 and 364-401; 28 (1978), 183-221; 29 (1979), 97-124, at 27 (1977), 370-
1. However, insofar as the persons of the Christian Trinity are defined as one essence (pio ovsia) in three
hypostases (tpeic vnootdoeig) the term is used to denote utterly unitary coequal individual substances,
rather than remaining a means for distinguishing lesser modes of existence, knowledge and unity from
greater. For the argument that this Cappadocian formulation is ultimately inherited from Origen, and
references to scholarship on the Cappadocians relative to Trinitarian doctrine, see llaria L.E. Ramelli,
‘Origen, Greek Philosophy and the Birth of the Trinitarian Meaning of Hypostasis’, The Harvard
Theological Review 105.3 (July 2012), 302-350.



eternal.*® However, since sources are quite scarce until the mid-seventh century, by
which time the Church was already well established, and the texts we have are the
products of ecclesiastically educated authors,?° we are not able to make a similar test of
the beliefs that medieval Irish Christians attribute to their pre-Christian forbearers.?:

In such a situation one might perhaps look at the ways in which medieval Irish
engagement with Christian authorities produces different results than elsewhere in Latin
Christendom and in this way attempt to glimpse a negative image of the influence of
pre-Christian Irish sources. But here too we must be careful. It is true enough that in
any engagement with a text, or an idea, one will inevitably be influenced by one’s
historical circumstances. However, unless one is to entirely rule out the possibility that
a reader may sometimes enjoy an insight into a text, or else be provoked by a text to
forms of creativity, that cannot be fully accounted for by historical causes and effects,
we must concede that some of these departures may reflect an unusual encounter with a
text in the moment, rather (or at least more) than an inherited traditional opinion.?? If we
understood the medieval Irish authors involved to be purely passive mediators of earlier
traditions we could perhaps be reasonably confident that any differences from the usual

tendencies of Latin Christendom would show us a reliable outline of the contemporary

19 e.g. DCD X1.21; Bernhard Dombart and Alphonse Kalb, eds., Augustinus: De civitate Dei, CCSL 47-8
(Turnhout 1955) 11, 339-40; Henry Bettenson, tr., St Augustine: Concerning the City of God against the
Pagans (London and New York 1972), 451-2. Overviews of this issue include Harry A. Wolfson,
‘Patristic Arguments against the Eternity of the World,” The Harvard Theological Review 59.4 (Oct.
1966), 351-367; Andrew Smith, “The Pagan Neoplatonists’ Response to Christianity’, The Maynooth
Review / Reviel Mh& Nuad 14 (Dec. 1989), 25-41, at 32ff; Maren R. Niehoff, ‘Did the Timaeus Create a
Textual Community?’, Greek, Roman & Byzantine Studies 4 (2007), 161-91.

20 This will be discussed at various points in what follows. However, some of the seminal studies here are
Donnchadh O Corrain, ‘Legend as Critic’, in Tom Dunne, ed., The Writer as Witness: Literature as
Historical Evidence, Historical Studies 16 (Cork 1987), 23-37; Kim McCone, Pagan Past and Christian
Present, Maynooth Monographs 3 (Maynooth 2000), 110-37; Liam Breatnach, Aidan Breen and
Donnchadh O Corrain, “The Laws of the Irish’, Peritia 3 (1984), 382—438.

21 Concerning which, the mournful note that Carey hits in his comment on this seems eminently
appropriate; John Carey, The Mythological Cycle of Medieval Irish Literature (Cork 2018), ii: ‘the real
‘Celtic mythology’ . . . however many traces and reflections it may have left in the literatures of the Celtic
peoples and their neighbours, is lost to us forever’.

22 A rather breathtaking example (from a different, if related context) of the extent to which this is
possible is the immense productivity of Eriugena’s encounter with Ps. Dionysius; Stephen Gersh, From
lamblichus to Eriugena (Leiden 1978). In short, political approaches to literary criticism are useful and
indeed necessary, but not sufficient to their object on their own. For a useful introduction to the need for
and limitations of political interpretations of texts, see Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction
(Oxford 1992, 2" ed.), 169-189.



survivals of the intellectual culture that preceded the Church. It is, however, hard to

know what such an assumption of their passivity would be based on.

As it is, the sheer volume of strange departures one may find in early Irish literature, in
tandem with the prevalence of strong affirmations regarding the integrity of pre-
Christian wisdom, would seem to indicate that pre-Christian Irish ideas (and various
subsequent permutations thereof) played some fairly considerable role in how Irish
Christendom interpreted its theological authorities. It is evident, at any rate, that many
authors of early Irish literature believed that they did. However, any attempt to drive a
wedge between Christian interpretation of pre-Christian belief in Ireland, and that which
it interprets, seems doomed to failure. For as influential as preexisting ideas seem to
have been on the development of Christian theology in Ireland, it is as ideas in which
the ecclesiastically trained authors of the existing literature somehow recognized the
doctrines of the Church that such ideas would be theologically comprehensible, and
thus, have the power to influence it.2 That is, the power of certain pre-Christian ideas to
transform Christianity in Ireland, rather than be rejected and forgotten, would seem to
lie in their potential to be transformed into Christian theology. In which case, not only
Christian theology, but the relevant pre-Christian ideas, would not be what they were
before the encounter. Both are in their own, albeit, mutually entwined ways, so to
speak, a ‘new creature’.?* Of course, this is always the case in such encounters between
Christianity and its various predecessors, but in medieval Ireland we only have
information regarding what the ecclesiastical side of this dialectical partnership looked
like prior to their synthesis, a synthesis, moreover, which is in most of the extant
instances already a synthesis of Christian theology with prior Christian understandings

of paganism, rather than with pagan thought per se.

23 This was not taken into account by Johnston in, Elva Johnston, Literacy and Identity in Early Medieval
Ireland (Woodbridge 2013), 134: “The attempt to find a theological foundation for the composition and
transmission of native saga by churchmen is ultimately flawed, the answer surely lies in the actual
historical and social environments which these churchmen inhabited . . . It seems clear that the Church
was so deeply embedded within Irish society that social solidarity trumped theological purity’.

242 Cor. 5:17.



The question of the role that pre-Christian wisdom has in relation to Christian revelation
is fundamentally a question about the role that knowledge which is thought, in principle,
to be available to all people in general has in relation to the knowledge which is known
only by God’s revelation to and through the Church. Or, in other words, it is a question
about the role that philosophy has in relation to revealed theology; nature, in relation to
grace. Therefore, the best way to begin to work out the role that pre-Christian wisdom
has in the eyes of early Irish authors will be to investigate what is seen as natural, and
how what is natural is thought to be known and brought about in its own particular way.
Only insofar as we do so will we begin to be able to understand the distinction it is
perceived as having from the gracious realities and means of knowing which are
represented by the Church. And this task is more delicate than it may perhaps seem,
since we will find that nature is not here conceived of as a self-contained reality which
is wholly extrinsic to Grace, but as something which is taken to be intrinsically and
essentially involved in it even before the advent of the Church. This is also true of the
better-known forms of this distinction which occur in ancient and medieval theology.
But part of the significance of the work before us is that the neo-scholastic attempt to
envisage some kind of ‘pure nature’ which, as such, exists in simple distinction from
supernatural realities, is frequently even less relevant to early Irish speculations in this

area than it is to the interpretation of pre-modern theology generally.?®

The Limits of the Project
Because the philosophical significance of pre-scholastic?® Irish contributions to the

development of theology - apart from Eriugena and his rough contemporaries at the

25 On the inapplicability of a neoscholastic concept of ‘pure nature’ to ancient and medieval Christian
theology generally, de Lubac’s Surnaturel: Etudes historiques is seminal; Henri de Lubac, Surnaturel:
Etudes historiques (Paris 1991, 2" ed.). See also, idem, ‘Mystére du surnaturel’, Recherches de science
religieus 36.1 (1949), 80-121 [=‘The Mystery of the Supernatural’, in idem, Theology in History, tr., Anne
Englund Nash (San Franscisco 1996), 281-316]. idem, Augustinisme et théologie modern (Paris 1965) [=
Augustinianism and Modern Theology, tr., Lancelot Sheppard (London and New York 1969)]. idem, Le
Mystére du surnaturel (Paris 1965) [=The Mystery of the Supernatural, tr., Rosemary Sheed (1998, 2"
ed.)]. For a recent overview, see Randall S. Rosenberg, The Givenness of Desire: Human Subjectivity and
the Natural Desire to see God (Toronto 2017), 13-38.

2% Vernacular engagements with scholasticism have also been neglected, but see Elizabeth Boyle,
‘Neoplatonic Thought in Medieval Ireland: The Evidence of Scela na Esergi’, Medium Aevum 78 (2009),
216-230.



Carolingian court - has been almost completely neglected,?’ the following argument will
necessarily have the relatively modest nature of a prolegomena to further study.
Moreover, even in this preliminary way it will by no means provide an overview of all
the different ways that extra-ecclesiastical wisdom is perceived in relationship to that of
the Church in medieval Ireland. Rather, this study is specifically concerned with
following the strand of interpretation in the literature which involves the strongest
affirmation of the natural and the pre-Christian, especially in the form they were thought
to take in Ireland itself. This is partly because it is relative to such affirmations that the
intellectual history of medieval Ireland most strikingly displays the strangeness of which
it was not infrequently capable. The contribution that early Irish literature makes to the
larger discussions in which it participated will be most obvious where its engagement
with Christian authorities produces results that are, by comparison, unusual and
unexpected. However, this is also because the sources that are the most affirmative of

what is possible according to nature tend to have the most to say about it.

As for its temporal limitations, the texts covered by this study are as early as the seventh
century, when early Irish literature (both Irish and Hiberno-Latin) begins to emerge in
earnest, and as late as 1200 or so, by which time Middle Irish begins to pass into Early
Modern.? In this it goes up to but does not, for the most part, include Acallam na
Sendrach,?® for the simple reason that this text contains enough relevant material to

warrant a separate detailed consideration. Additionally, this overview does not attempt

27 Marenbon goes so far as to argue that philosophy basically does not exist in early medieval Ireland;
John Marenbon, Medieval Philosophy: An Historical and Philosophical Introduction (London and New
York 2008), 48; idem, From the Circle of Alcuin to the School of Auxerre (Cambridge 1981), 2-3. For a
notable exception, see John Carey, A Single Ray of the Sun: Religious Speculation in Early Ireland
(Aberystwyth 2011).

28 This has often been described as a point at which attempts to bring the Irish Church into harmony with
the ideals of the continental reform meant that Irish senchas was no longer integral to the ecclesiastical
curriculum; Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘The Rise of the Later Schools of Filideacht’, Eriu 25 (1974), 126-46.
However, more recent research on late medieval Ireland seems to suggest that there was no such sudden
change at this point; Katharine Simms, ‘An Eaglais agus Fili na Scol’, in Padraig O Fiannachta, ed., An
Dan Direach Léachtai, Cholm Cille 24 (Maynooth 1994), 21-36.

29 Whitley Stokes, ed. and tr., ‘Acallamh na Sendrach’, in Ernst Windisch and Whitley Stokes, eds. and
tr., Irische Texte mit Worterbuch, 4 vols. (Leipzig 1900) 1V.1, 1-438, ed. at 1-224 and tr. at 225-271,;
Standish Hayes O’Grady, ed. and tr., Agallamh na Senérach: lebar Még Charthaig, f. 159, col. I’, in
Standish Hayes O’Grady, Silva Gadelica (I-XXXI): A Collection of Tales in Irish, 2 vols. (London 1892),
ed. 1, 94-233 and tr. I, 101-265; Ann Dooley and Harry Roe, tr., Tales of the Elders of Ireland: ‘Acallamh
na Sendrach’ (Oxford 1999).



to deal with the influence of eleventh- and twelfth-century Neoplatonism on texts
towards the end of this time-frame.3® The promise of such work depends upon first
understanding the relationship of these texts to earlier Irish developments in the manner
attempted here. Only against this background will the difference made by such an

engagement become visible and distinct.

The Character of the Sources

Much of the difficulty, but also the interest of this subject lies in the character of the
relevant sources. Early Irish scholarship is notable for the tendency to list apparently
contrasting solutions to problems in conjunction with each other without indicating
which, if any, of the options are wrong. Nor is this limited to one area of scholarship.
One is just as likely find this approach in the explanation of the etymology of a word,!
as in the question of what various patristic authorities have said on a given subject.®?
The eighth-century Collectio canonum Hibernensis® is perhaps the most outstanding
example of the latter, and, as such, occupies a notable position in intellectual history.3*
The ranging of apparently contrasting authorities for the sake of their ultimate
conciliation is generally supposed to emerge with Ivo of Chartres, Peter Abelard and the
rise of the scholastic method in eleventh- and twelfth-century France,® not eighth-

century Ireland.

30 On aspects of the influence of eleventh- and twelfth-century Neoplatonism in Ireland, see Boyle,
‘Neoplatonic Thought in Medieval Ireland’; Maire Ni Mhaonaigh, ‘Pagans and Holy Men: Literary
Manifestations of Twelfth-Century Reform’, in Damian Bracken and Dagmar O Riain-Raedel, eds.,
Ireland and Europe in the Twelfth Century: Reform and Renewal (Dublin 2006), 143-161; Padraig P. O
Néill, ‘An Irishman at Chartres in the Twelfth Century: The Evidence of Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS
Auct. F.IIL.15.”, Eriu 48 (1997), 1-35; idem, ‘A Middle-Irish Note on Boethius’ De institutione
arithmetica’, Eigse 35 (2005), 1-8; idem, Irish Glosses in a Twelfth-Century Copy of Boethius’s
Consolatio philosophiae’, Eriu 55 (2005), 1-17.

31 See Chapter 1, pages 18-30.

32 As Chapter 2 will demonstrate throughout.

33 Hermann Wasserschleben, ed., Die irische Kanonensammlung (Leipzig 1885, repr. 1966); a new study,
edition and translation of the Hibernensis by Roy Flechner, based on his PhD research is forthcoming in
2019.

34 See Chapter 5, pages 324-30.

3 Philipp W. Rosemann, Peter Lombard (Oxford 2004), 21-5 incl. notes for a clarifying overview and
references to primary sources; for a more detailed discussion, see Joseph de Ghellinck, Le mouvement
théologique du Xlle siecle: études, recherches et documents (Paris 1914), 277ff, esp. 277 and 281. Note
that de Ghellinck names the Hibernensis here as a significant stage in the developments of canon law that
reach a decisive moment in Yves of Chartres, citing it as an example of a logical ordering of canon law in
contrast to a more conservative chronological ordering. However, he neglects to make any mention of its

9



Even so, there remains a very great difference between what is going on in the France of
Yves of Chartres and the Ireland of Cu Chuimne of lona and Ruben of Dairinis. The
greater part of the theological speculation which one finds in early Irish literature
appears in the form of narratives about the ancient past rather than arguments which
proceed by transparent steps. Philosophical investigation tends to use the dramatis
personae of historiography as its medium,® rather than the categories of Aristotelian
logic. In this respect, medieval Irish engagement with the philosophical doctrines
present in the Church Fathers is strikingly reminiscent of the way in which the doctrines
of Pre-Socratic philosophy were explored by ancient Greek playwrights.®’ Yet it
remains that some have wanted to interpret this absence of the formal practice of
dialectic as evidence for the absence of any capacity for abstract thought whatever, let
alone anything that could be called philosophical investigation.®® We shall find that this
is most definitely not the case. Given the fame of Ireland in the time of Bede as a
desirable place to study Biblical exegesis, the number of notable Carolingian scholars

who came from Ireland,*® and, quite simply, the extent of character of the non-narrative

aforementioned use of a ‘sic-et-non’ approach to patristic authorities relative to theological questions, the
very thing in which it most significantly anticipates Yves.

3 Carney’s comment on this subject is not exactly wrong, but remains quite vulnerable to
misinterpretation; James Carney, ‘Language and Literature to 1156, in Daibhi O Croinin, ed., A New
History of Ireland, Vol. I: Prehistoric and Early Ireland (Oxford 2005), 451-510, at 456: ‘Irish poets tend
to avoid philosophical abstractions. When they have some comment to make on life, they prefer to
dramatize their themes and to state their universals in terms of a particular person, time and place.” This
appears to be right in the sense that Irish poets tend to avoid what we might see as formal philosophical
argumentation. When they have some comment to make regarding a philosophical concept, they prefer to
dramatize it, stating their universals in terms of particular person, time and place.

37 William Allan, ‘Tragedy and the Early Greek Philosophical Tradition’, in Justina Gregory, ed., A
Companion to Greek Tragedy (Oxford 2005), 71-82; Jennell Meggan Arp, Pre-Socratic Thought in
Sophoclean Tragedy, unpublished PhD diss. (University of Pennsylvania 2006); Jacqueline Assaél,
Euripide, philosophe et poete tragique (Louvain 2001).

38 A position that receives its fullest expression in Charles Donahue, ‘Beowulf and Christian Tradition: A
Reconsideration from a Celtic Stance’, Traditio 21 (1965), 55-116, at 65-6. Other notable examples
include D.A. Binchy, ‘Review: The Church in Early Irish Society by Kathleen Hughes’, Studia Hibernica
7 (1967), 217-9, at 218; Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘The Sinless Otherworld of Immram Brain’, Eriu 27 (1976),
95- 115, at 100; Tomas O Cathasaigh, ‘The Concept of the Hero in Irish Mythology’, in Matthieu Boyd,
ed., Coire Sois, The Cauldron of Knowledge: A Companion to Early Irish Saga (Indiana 2014), 51-64, at
52.

39 Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum 111.7, 13, 27; J.E. King, ed. and tr., Bede: Historical Works, 2
vols. (Cambridge, MA 1930), ed. |, 354-60, 386-90, esp. 484-90 and tr. |, 355-61, 387-91, esp.484-91.

40 Roy Flechner, and Sven Meeder, ed., The Irish in Early Medieval Europe: Identity, Culture and
Religion (London 2016) generally, but esp. Immo Warntjes, ‘Computus as Scientific Thought in Ireland
and the Early Medieval West’, 158-78, with references to further scholarship at 256-8, and Sven Meeder,
‘Irish Scholars and Carolingian Learning’ at 179-194, with references to further scholarship at 258; idem,
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literature that remains, ** the fact that such a claim could ever have been made stretches

credulity.

However, what this tendency does mean is that our understanding of the various
conciliations of Christian authorities that are embodied in these narratives will, for the
most part, be much less exact than it would be if they were also given a formal
expression that was separate from their literary embodiment. The best we will often be
able to do in such a case is to work out the most likely story.*? But then, a great part of
the fascination of this task lies in the hope of understanding what philosophy means in a
situation where the preferred method of the poet-scholars who are identified as
philosophers® is to write narratives in which a given synthesis of apparently contrasting
authorities only ever emerges ‘fully-armed’,** as something which is always already
achieved and embodied in the form of an authoritative retelling of past events. Another

way to put this is that early Irish literature offers us an opportunity to see what results

The Irish Scholarly Presence at St. Gall: Networks of Knowledge in the Early Middle Ages (London and
New York 2018).

4l For an unsurpassed overview, Richard Sharpe, ‘Books from Ireland: Fifth through Ninth Centuries’,
Peritia 21 (2010), 1-55.

42 With deliberate refence to Plato’s Timaeus 29d; John Burnet, ed., Platonis opera, 5 vols. (Oxford
1900-1907) IV; Donald J. Zeyl, tr., ‘“Timaeus’, in John M. Cooper and D.S. Hutchinson, eds., Plato:
Complete Works (Indianapolis and Cambridge 1997), 1224-1291, at 1236.

%3 In this respect, Auraicept na n-Eces is especially notable: 1. the word for poet said to be derived from
the word for philosopher: Auraicept na n-Eces [Short Recension], lines 698-671; George Calder, ed. and
tr., Auraicept na n-Eces: The Scholars’ Primer, Being the Texts of the Ogham Tract from the Book of
Ballymote and the Yellow Book of Lecan, and the Text of the ‘Trefhocul’ from the Book of Leinster
(Edinburgh 1917), ed.50 and tr.51: “filidh -i- fialsaighi no fialshuighi: no fi ani erais, 7 li ani molais: no
fili onni is philosophos -i- fellsamh ar dliged in filed guru fellsumh (=filidh, poet, that is, generous
seeking, or generous sitting: or fi, that which satirises, and li that which praises: or fili from the word
philosophus, philosopher, owing to the duty of the poet to be a philosopher); 2. the study of Irish is
philosophy, albeit, not the philosophy that St. Paul warned against: Auraicept na n-Eces [Short
Recension], lines 57-62; Calder, The Scholar’s Primer, €d.6 and tr.7; and 3. philosophical practice is
equated in a poetic citation to the practice of glossing, poetry and prose: Auraicept na n-Eces [Short
Recension], lines 53-6; Calder, The Scholar’s Primer, €d.6 and tr.7; this poetic citation is all but identical
to the last two lines of the early Irish poem Gelehrsamkeit schiitzt nicht vor der Holle; Kuno Meyer, ed.,
‘Mitteilungen aus Irischen handschriften’, ZCP 12, 358-97 at 385, as cited and translated in Proinséas Ni
Chathain, ‘Some Themes in Early Irish Lyric Poetry’, Irish University Review 22.1 [Serving the Word:
Essays and Poems in Honour of Maurice Harmon] (Spring - Summer 1992), 3-12, at 8: ‘Fogluim
feallsamnacht is fas / léigend Gaideilg ocus glias / litirdacht 1éir ocus rim / is becc a mbrig istig thuas’
(=Learning and philosophy are in vain / Latin, Irish and gloss / zeal for literature and prosody / little their
virtue in the house above).

4 Homeric Hymn 28; Martin L. West, ed. and tr., Homeric Hymns, Homeric Apocrypha, Lives of Homer
(Cambridge, MA and London 2003), 211.
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when Isidore’s refashioning of philosophy on fundamentally grammatical, rather than

fundamentally dialectical, principles is embraced wholeheartedly.

Methodology

The procedure then will be to place the doctrines embodied in the relevant literature in
the context of the relevant statements by Christian authorities known to have been
generally available at the time. Sometimes this will be aided by quotations or
misquotations of one patristic author or another. However, this is generally a simple
question of which statements are the most plausible basis for such a doctrine, or some
aspect of it, and which are most notably at variance with it. In some instances, the
correlation will be close enough to amount to proof in itself that a specific statement, or
group of statements, by the patristic author in question were known first-hand. In
others, especially in relation to issues are often addressed in similar ways by multiple
authorities, less precision has been possible. There are, in fact, many issues raised here
that would benefit from a more detailed analysis at some later point. But having here
traced some of the fundamental features of the superstructure to which many of these
issues belong, it is hoped that such analysis may at least now proceed on surer footing

that had been possible previously.

In general, the picture that emerges will confirm earlier identifications of a pre-
Augustinian synthesis of patristic authorities, but not in the sense that St. Augustine fails
to be an important authority. For many of the issues addressed here, he will in fact show
himself to be the most relevant authority. It is a pre-Augustinian synthesis in the sense
that while he is among the great authorities which participate in it, he does not seem to
stand above them as their measure® in the way that he so often did elsewhere before the

influence Ps. Dionysius began to rival his own.*® Towards the end of the time-frame

45 See Chapter 2 in particular, esp. pages 79-111.

46 For Ps. Dionysius as introducing a means of systematizing Augustinian Platonism that is true to the
character of Augustine’s own thought, see Robert D. Crouse, ‘Augustinian Platonism in Early Medieval
Theology’, in Joanne McWilliams, ed., Augustine: From Rhetor to Theologian (Waterloo, ON 1992),
109-20. On the logic of Augustinian thought as fundamentally different from that of Ps. Dionysius, and
subordinate to it in Eriugena and Thomas Aquinas, see Wayne J. Hankey, ‘Dionysian Hierarchy in St.
Thomas Aquinas: Tradition and Transformation’, in Ysabel de Andia, ed., Denys [’Aréopagite et sa
postérité en Orient et en Occident (Paris 1997), 428-38.
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covered by this study, this ‘pre-Augustinian’ character will not be so pronounced.
However, insofar as many of the more unusual features of early Irish theology persist, it
will be found to be in large part due to the abiding influence of this earlier synthesis of
authorities, and to the affirmation of perceived continuities with Ireland’s pre-Christian

past which that earlier synthesis made possible and perhaps even required.

A Crux in the Scholarship

From another frame of reference, this study is an attempt to address a problem
fundamental to the study of early Irish literature, but certainly not confined to it. 1am
speaking of a tendency to regard the concept of rationality, and the concept of an
inspiration by which things beyond reason may be known, as natural and inherently
irreconcilable enemies between which, as such, there has always been (and must always
be) a state of war. Yet as persuasive as such an analysis may be philosophically it is not
one which is shared by the greater part of extant ancient and medieval thought. Nor
indeed has it been universally accepted in modernity. Even so, that has not prevented
the doctrine of their irreconcilability from being superimposed on forms of thinking to

which the idea of such a division is utterly strange.

In the study of early medieval Ireland this imposition has, as one might well expect,
taken two mutually antagonistic forms. On the one hand, some scholars have
emphasized the role of the Church in the production of the extant literature.*’ This
seems quite justified in principle. However, in practice this has often involved the
assumption the writers involved could not have sincerely believed in their accounts of
the miraculous, especially when these accounts involved things that are not easy to place
in a medieval Christian cosmology.*® The result of this assumption has been a

preference for interpreting such content as having neither more nor less meaning than an

47 See note 20 above.

8 One of the most powerful expressions of this perspective is R.M. Scowcroft, ‘Abstract Narrative in
Ireland’, Eriu 46 (1995), 121-58, esp. 156-7. This has subsequently been elaborated on to great effect in
Elizabeth Boyle, 'Allegory, the des d&na and the Liberal Arts in Medieval Irish Literature', in Deborah
Hayden and Paul Russell, eds., Grammatica, Gramadach and Gramadeg: Vernacular Grammar and
Grammarians in Medieval Ireland and Wales (Amsterdam 2016), 11-34, esp.24, and the section of Mark
William’s monumental new monograph which he has described as ‘speculative’; Mark Williams,
Ireland’s Immortals (Princeton and Oxford 2018), 160-82.
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expression of power-relations.*® On the other hand, some scholars have emphasized that
the elements of such accounts that do not intuitively seem to fit into a Christian
cosmology are, nevertheless, often presented to the reader as if they are real.>® This also
seems quite justified, but is in turn often accompanied by one of two assumptions: 1)
that any attempts to interpret them in Christian theological terminology may, in Carey’s
words, ‘have “saved appearances”, but . . . do not look as if they carried imaginative
conviction for either author or audience’,>! or 2) that these attempts are indeed

imaginatively satisfying, but were never intended to be rationally so.%?

Insofar as they are accompanied by these assumptions, both approaches insist that the
author presents us with an unintelligible world. Neither version of the author means
what they say. One belongs to an essentially practical political world and merely acts as
if they believe in certain strange things beyond it as a way of furthering those political
purposes. The other belongs to a world whose meaning is fundamentally determined by
inspired or imaginative modes of knowledge beyond reason, and merely pretends to
rationalize it (presumably for the sake of escaping charges of heresy), or else cares so

little about reason that self-contradiction is of no account so long as the aesthetics are

49 For characterisations of early Irish literature as whole in this way, see Donnchadh O Corrain,
‘Historical Need and Literary Narrative’, in David Ellis Evans et al, eds., Proceedings of the Seventh
International Conference of Celtic Studies (Oxford 1986), 141-58, at 141-3; idem, ‘The Church and
Secular Society’, in L’irlanda e gli irlandesi nell alto medioevo, Settimane di studio del Centro italiano di
studi sull'alto medioevo 57 (Spoleto 2010), 261-321, at 281-4, 306, 317, 320-1; idem, ‘Legend as Critic’,
passim; idem, ‘Irish Vernacular Law and the Old Testament’, in Proinséas Ni Chathain and Michael
Richter, eds., Irland und die Christenheit: Bibelstudien und Mission. Ireland and Christendom: The Bible
and the Missions (Stuttgart 1987), 284-307, passim. For some of the limitations of interpreting early Irish
saga-literature as ‘political-scripture’ and references, see Ralph O’Connor, The Destruction of Da Derga’s
Hostel: Kingship & Narrative Artistry in a Mediaeval Irish Saga (Oxford 2013), 277ff.

%0 Erich Poppe, ‘Reconstructing Medieval Irish Literary Theory: The Lesson of Airec Menman Uraird
maic Coise’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies 37 (Summer, 1999), 33-54; Gregory Toner, ‘Authority,
Verse and the Transmission of Senchas’, Eriu 55 (2005), 59-84. Ralph O’Connor’s general discussion of
sagas and romances as medieval genres also applies here; Ralph O’Connor, Icelandic Histories and
Romances (Stroud, Gloustershire and Charleston, SC 2002), 19ff.

51 John Carey, The Mythological Cycle of Medieval Irish Literature (Cork 2018), 16. For a similar
comment, see John Carey, ‘The Old Gods of Ireland in the Later Middle Ages’, in Katja Ritari and
Alexandra Bergholm, eds., Understanding Celtic Religion: Revisiting the Pagan Past (Cardiff 2015), 51-
68, at 61: ‘And so the causistry which had sought to distinguish the TUatha Dé Donann from the people of
the side dissolves like the insubstantial construct it had always been’.

52 Proinsias MacCana, ‘The Sinless Otherworld of Immram Brain’, Eriu 27 (1976), 95-115, at 100: ‘that
other, and happier land which loomed so large in the Irish consciousness was a continuation of man’s
primitive condition before he tasted of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Thus was the pagan
world brought poetically, if not rationally, within the framework of Christian orthodoxy’.
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what they should be. In short, either approach imagines a psychology for the author as a
way of minimizing the importance of the aspects of their presentation to which are
ideologically unpalatable. However, this is a dubious hermeneutic approach at best.
Many different psychologies are possible for the writer of any given text. And even ina
case where that psychology is to some extent known, it does not follow that everything

in a text will be made explicable by that psychology.®

In every instance, the work before us is both as simple and as difficult as trying to
understand the coherence of all the details of an extant or recoverable text to the fullest
extent that this is possible. To this end, a certain scholarly naiveté must be maintained
which holds at bay the imaginative sophistry that necessarily follows upon the question,
‘But what do they really mean by that?’, by means of a formula that is at least verifiable
in principle: something along the lines of ‘Whatever the unknowable motives of the
speaker may be, what are they actually saying that they are saying?’. Such a process
must, of course, involve being sensitive to such cues as show that a text is meant to be
taken as satire (in the modern sense), or pure allegory, for example.>* But when these
identifications are correct they will not demand that we suppress parts of the
presentation to make it work. Similarly, this should not be done under the illusion that
there is never a political or other ulterior purpose at work in the texts that we will be
considering. Quite the contrary. It is always useful to determine who stands to benefit

from a given ideology. However, it is another thing entirely to claim this benefit is its

%3 In this I do not want to go so far as proclaiming the ‘death of the author’, with Roland Barthes or
Michel Foucault; Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, Aspen 5-6 (1967); Michel Foucault, ‘Qu’est-
ce qu’un auteur?’, Bulletin de la société francaise de philosophie 63 (1969), 3, 73-104, with English
translation in Josué V. Harari, ed., Textual Strategies (Cornell 1979), 141-60. The metaphor of the
relationship of a parent and child seems to be a useful one here. Where knowable, the character of a text’s
author will tend to reveal something about the text in much the same way as meeting someone’s parent
tends to reveal something about them, given that text, like child, to some degree owes the character of its
being to the character of its source, having come into being from what their source is. However, this does
not mean that either kind of progeny is fully or even mostly explicable by means of the knowable
characteristics of the progenitor(s), or that the progeny will not be and do things that are utterly
unforeseen by their progenitor(s). Conversely, this means that one cannot know the progenitor adequately
simply by studying the knowable characteristics of its progeny. Knowledge of the progenitor may ‘make
sense’ relative to one’s previous knowledge of its progeny, but the relevance of that previous knowledge
is only reliably identifiable when both are known on their own terms. Even when dealing with causes that
are simpler and more intelligible than parents and authors, short of consubstantial union, to see the son is
not to see the father; John 14:9: ‘qui videt me, videt et Patrem’.

54 See Chapter 5, pages 303-9.

15



truest meaning for all (or indeed any) of those who subscribe to it. Every ideology has
those who make use of it for cynical purposes, as well as those who hold to it as true
believers. And even those whose relationship to a given ideology is almost entirely
instrumental may still be convinced by it in part. The task then remains to understand
what makes the interpretation of the world that is embodied in a given text or texts
intelligible as such. This is especially so where a given ideology is relatively stable for
a long period of time, as it is in the case at hand. For in such a case, it has in some sense
‘worked’ for many kinds of individuals of many different motivations and degrees of

intellectual sophistication as an account of the nature of reality.

In any attempt to discover the unity in apparent differences there will be the danger of
discovering unities that were not there to begin with. But the alternative of assuming
the incoherence of the remaining evidence does not seem to be a real solution. Real
contradictions will inevitably emerge from time to time, especially given that so much
of the extant evidence is the result of layers upon layers of revision by many authors,
editors and scribes. Sometimes we will encounter the expectation that we take an
intervenor’s reinterpretations of earlier material seriously, even though their
reinterpretations seem to involve them in irresolvable difficulties relative to the claims
of an earlier form of the text.>® However, this is a very different matter from assuming
that they do not mean some part of what they say. Moreover, the fact remains that a
great deal of what has appeared self-contradictory relative to the ecclesiastical
establishment that produced these texts no longer appears to be so when adequately
situated in its patristic context. The result may not be something that we recognise as
agreeing with reason or inspiration as we understand then. However, that is beside the
point. The object is not to determine how such thinking does or does not match up to
our ideals, but how it makes sense to itself relative to the principles by which it
understands itself to operate. If we can get some glimpse of this we will have
accomplished something indeed, and, perhaps, will have shone some new light on the

way we reflect on our own thinking in the process. There is nothing for it then but to

%5 See Chapter 6, pages 396-401.
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wade in, the law of non-contradiction in one hand, and the philosophical doctrines of the

Church Fathers in the other, and to see what happens.
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CHAPTER ONE - NATURE AS THE CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN
REPRESENTATION AND REALITY

Introduction

The trouble with the concept of ‘nature’ and the ‘natural’ is that its meaning generally
seems so clear as to be self-evident, at the same time as there is broad, even violent,
disagreement about what that meaning actually is.! The result is that it all too easily
becomes a sort of ideological place-holder which, as such, is able to assume whatever
value may be desirable in a given situation, but yet does so in such a decisive way as to
appear that it has undeniably always been so (to all forward-thinking people), from time
immemorial. Now to say that a concern with the concept of the ‘natural’ is central to
secular medieval Irish literature is not to say that this is untrue of other literatures in
other places and times: quite the contrary. However, where this concept has appeared in
that literature, it has, in the manner outlined above, been exceptionally vulnerable to
misinterpretation, when it has served modern purposes to do so. Although St. Thomas
Aquinas, for example, is known to have carefully studied pagan theological texts, and to
have written secular works based on them,? the Angelic Doctor is much less likely to be
taken as a closet-pagan® when he speaks of things like ‘natural law’ than an anonymous
early Irish author, for whom there is no comparable evidence. Thus, in the attempt to
understand how these terms are used in early Irish literature, the greatest obstacle will be
to clearly distinguish these uses from our own intuitive understanding of them. To do
this we must turn to the intellectual context in which these early Irish formulations took
shape. There is no denying that medieval Ireland is the source of theological ideas that
are often striking and strange, especially when one considers them in the larger context

of Latin Christendom. But it is precisely in studying these ideas as manifestations of

! For a contemporary example, see Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault, ‘Human-nature: Justice vs.
Power’, in The Chomsky-Foucault Debate on Human Nature (New York and London 2006), 1-67. [repr.
of Fons Elders, ed., Reflexive Water: The Basic Concerns of Mankind (London 1974), 135-97].

2 e.g. Super Librum de causis expositio; Henri-Dominique Saffrey, ed., Sancti Thomae de Aquino super
Librum de causis expositio (Fribourg 1954); Vincent A. Guagliardo, Charles R. Hess, and Richard C.
Taylor, tr., St. Thomas Aquinas: Commentary on the Book of Causes (Washington, D.C. 1996).

% On Aquinas’ engagement with pagan Neoplatonism, see Wayne Hankey, God in Himself, Aquinas'
Doctrine of God as Expounded in the ‘Summa Theologiae’, Oxford Theological Monographs (Oxford
1987, repr. 2000).
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Latin Christendom that the character of that strangeness, or, in other words, the

character of their contribution to the debates they have inherited, comes into view.

There has been a concept of a natural law, that is, of a law that conforms, and thus,
conforms those who practice it, to the greater order of reality, from at least as early as
the Pre-Socratics and the Greek Tragedians,* though such a thing may be said to be
clearly implied in many earlier literatures.® It is, however, the combined influence of
Platonic, Peripatetic and Stoic philosophy that would prove the most important for
Christian development of this idea. For Hellenistic pagans and Christians alike, the
possibility of natural law, as such, rested on the correspondence between the structure of
human rationality and the divine ordering of nature as a whole, that is, on its status as a
true microcosm of the cosmos, not just as an object of thought, but in the very character
of its thinking. This correspondence between inner and outer, reason and world, meant,
not only that the soul had the means in itself by which it might come to know the
providential order of reality (i.e. [meta]physics), but also the means by which it might
live in accordance with that greater order (i.e. ethics), and thus live according to a
natural and not merely a conventional law.® Because the knowledge of a law that
conforms to the order of nature depends on knowledge of that order, and because

knowledge of that order depends on the analogy, perhaps even the identity, that is

4 Erich Brown, ‘The Emergence of Natural Law and the Cosmopolis’, in Stephen Salkever, ed., The
Cambridge Companion to Ancient Greek Political Thought (Cambridge 2009), 331-64; A.A. Long, ‘Law
and Nature in Greek thought’, in Michael Gagarin and David Cohen, eds., Cambridge Companion to
Ancient Greek Law (Cambridge 2005), 412-30; Lloyd L. Weinreb, Natural Law and Justice (Cambridge
and London 1987), 15-26; William A . Banner, ‘Origen and the Tradition of Natural Law Concepts’,
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 8 (1954), 51-82, at 59-60, 63 and 73. For specifically Stoic developments, see
Marcia L. Colish, Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages, 2 vols. (Leiden 1985) I, 31-50.
® Such as we find in Homer, on which, see William Allan, ‘Divine Justice and Cosmic Order in Early
Greek Epic’, The Journal of Hellenic Studies 126 (2006), 1-35; Rick M. Newton, ‘Odysseus and
Melanthius’, Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 38.1 (1997), 5-18; Charles Segal, ‘Divine Justice in the
Odyssey: Poseidon, Cyclops, and Helios’, The American Journal of Philology 113.4 (Winter, 1992), 489-
518; Rainer Friedrich, ‘The Hybris of Odysseus’, The Journal of Hellenic Studies 111 (1991), 16-28;
idem, ‘Thrinakia and Zeus’ Ways to Men in the Odyssey’, Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 28
(1987), 375-400; Hugh Lloyd-Jones, The Justice of Zeus (Berkley and Los Angeles 1971, rev. 1983).

& Throughout these developments, law which is thus, ‘natural’ or ‘according to nature’ (xotd oot / kata
phusin) is often defined in contrast to that which is ‘according to custom’ (xotd / kata nomon), whose
shape may reflect no more than the whims and habits of those who frame it. The first recorded contrast of
these terms in a single phrase seems to be in Plato’s, Gorgias 483e3; E.R. Dodds, ed., Plato: Gorgias
(Oxford 1959, repr. 2001), 263, note on lines 482 ¢ 4-483 c 6.
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thought to exist between it and the structure of human rationality,” everything begins
with one’s ability to accurately reflect on the true content of one’s own rationality.® For
it is, of course, only insofar as it becomes possible to truly distinguish what belongs to
the soul’s innately rational character, from what does not, that its analogy to reality as a
whole will be of any use to the one seeking to discover a law that is natural, and not
merely pleasing to one’s particular configuration of likes and dislikes at a given
moment. The accurate thinking of one’s own thought invariably hangs, in turn, on the
practice of specific intellectual disciplines, in addition to whatever moral training is also
deemed necessary to keep the mind from being led astray from itself by its affections.
As one might expect, the various philosophical schools of late antiquity tended to differ
on which rational disciplines should receive the most emphasis, and on the order in
which they should be undertaken, in the attempt to actualise this human capacity for

self-thinking thought as perfectly as possible in oneself.

One particularly influential approach, based on the conciliation of Plato’s Parmenides
and Aristotle’s Metaphysics, involved hypothesizing the kind of cause that is implied by
physical reality, then hypothesizing what kind of cause is necessarily implied by that
cause, and continuing this dialectical process until arriving at an absolutely
unhypothetical First Cause which would allow the confirmation of all the hypothetical

steps that lead to it.° The steps of this dialectical process, taken together, are understood

" This idea may be as old as Pythagoras. See, for example, its attribution to the ‘Pythagoreans’ in Sextus
Empiricus’, Pros logikos, 1.92; R.G. Bury, ed. and tr., Sextus Empiricus: Against the Logicians, Sextus
Empiricus 2 (Cambridge, 1936), 48-49. It is, at any rate, in Heraclitus; Brown, ‘The Emergence’, 342.
This would become an increasingly ubiquitous feature of natural law theory as the concept came to be
more explicit over time, and may be taken to be present in some form wherever it is argued that the
content of natural law becomes intelligible through self-knowledge, or, in other words, the exercise of
philosophical reasoning.

8 For the purposes of this study, see Isidore’s equation of natural law with rational law; Etymologiae
(Etym., hereafter) V.iii.4; W. M. Lindsay, ed., Isidori Hispalensis episcopi Etymologiarum sive Originvm
libri XX (Oxford 1911); Stephen A. Barney, W.J. Lewis, J.A. Beach and Oliver Berghof, tr., The
Etymologies of Isidore of Seville (Cambridge 2008), 117: ‘Porro si ratione lex constat, lex erit omne iam
quod ratione constiterit, dumtaxat quod religioni congruat, quod disciplinae conveniat, quod saluti
proficiat’ (=Furthermore, if law is based on reason, law will be everything that is consistent with reason,
insofar as it agrees with religion, accords with orderly conduct, and is conducive to well-being [lightly
edited]). The need expressed here for reason, and the law derivable from it, to be in agreement with things
that seem not to fall directly under its jurisdiction should be read in light of his idea that God is, in some
manner, beyond such rational representation and apprehension. See pages 47-8.

® The seminal text on this Neoplatonic interpretation of the Parmenides is still E.R. Dodds, ‘The
Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of the Neoplatonic 'One’, The Classical Quarterly 22.3/4 (Jul.-Oct.
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to amount to an accurate rational description of the hierarchical ordering of the levels of
reality. The author identified with Dionysius the Areopagite, in Latin translation, would
have been the first significant mediator to the West of this quintessentially Neoplatonic
approach prior to the twelfth-century rediscovery of Aristotle. Thus, except as a useful
point of comparison, its relevance to early Irish literature prior to Eriugena is limited at
best.

Another such discipline, strongly associated with Stoicism, but with roots in Plato’s
Cratylus'® and in Heraclitus' and Homer*? before him, focuses on a distinction between
natural and conventional words. The basic idea is that, in natural words, sounds directly

correspond to things.™? In this case, insofar as something is truly named, the sounds

1928), 129-142; see also Jean Trouillard, ‘Le Parménide de Platon et son interprétation néoplatonicienne’,
Revue de Théologie et de Philosophie 23 (1973) 83-100; H.D. Saffrey,‘La Théologie platonicienne de
Proclus, fruit de I'exégése du Parménide’, Revue de Théologie et de Philosophie 116 (1984), 1-12; Carlos
Steel, ‘Le Parménide est-il le fondement de la Théologie Platonicienne’, in Alain-Philippe Segonds and
Carlos Steel, eds., Proclus et la Théologie Platonicienne (Leuven and Paris 2000), 373-397. On the
conciliation of Plato and Aristotle as necessary to this interpretation, see Edward Booth, ‘St. Augustine's
notitia sui’. Cf. Lloyd P. Gerson, ‘The “Neoplatonic” Interpretation of Plato’s Parmenides’, International
Journal for the Platonic Tradition 10.1 (2016), 65-94, who misses that the argument for the centrality of
the Parmenides does not lie in its mere provision of the order of reality found by Neoplatonic
commentators in Plato, so much as its strictly dialectical derivation of that order, i.e. its derivation by
means of the rational soul’s most characteristic activity. For more recent work on the history of the
interpretation of the Parmenides, see John Douglas Turner and Kevin Corrigan, eds., Plato’s
‘Parmenides’ and its Heritage, 2 vols. (Atlanta 2010).

10 On the etymological theory of Plato’s Cratylus, and convincing arguments that it is a genuine theory of
Plato’s, rather than a learned joke, see David Sedley, Plato’s ‘Cratylus’ (Cambridge 2003); see also
Rachel Barney, Names and Nature in Plato’s ‘Cratylus’ (New York and London 2001); Rolf Baumgarten,
‘Creative Medieval Etymology and Irish Hagiography (Lasair, Columba, Senan)’, Eriu 54 (2004), 49-78,
at 60-2.

11 The main evidence for this, besides the portrayal of Cratylus as Heraclitus’ student by Plato, is
Heraclitus’ own etymology of ‘bios’ (bow), by which he seems to indicate, at once, the double nature of
the bow, and the intimate connexion between life and death: Frag. LXXIX; Charles H. Kahn, ed. and tr.,
The Art and Thought of Heraclitus: An Edition of the Fragments with Translation and Commentary
(Cambridge and New York 1979, repr. 2001), 64-5: ‘B1og 1@ t6&w dvopa Piog, Epyov 8¢ Bavatog’ (=The
bow [Pd¢] is called life [Bioc], but its work its death [lightly edited]).

12.0n Homer’s etymological practice, and that of Heraclitus’ younger contemporary, Pindar, see Evanthia
Tsitsibakou-Vasalos, Ancient Poetic Etymology: The Pelopids: Fathers and Sons, Palingenesia.
Schriftenreihe fir klassische Altertumswissenschaft 89 (2007), 32-108. Here Homer’s distinction between
divine and human language in the Iliad 1.402-4, 11.813-4 and XIV.291 is especially significant; David B.
Munro and Thomas W. Allen, ed., Homeri opera, vols. 1-2 (Oxford 1902, repr. 1920) I, 14-5, 46 and II,
41. On this, see Tsitsibackou-Vasalos, Ancient Poetic Etymology, 89-96.

13 For an overview of ancient and medieval conceptions of ‘natural language’, and further sources, see
Helen Peraki-Kyriakidou, ‘Aspects of Ancient Etymologizing’, The Classical Quarterly 52.2 (2002), 478-
493; Mark Amsler, Etymology and Grammatical Discourse in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages
(Amsterdam and Philadelphia 1988), 15ff.; Christos Nifadopoulos, ed., Etymologia: Studies in Ancient
Etymology, Proceedings of the Cambridge Conference on Ancient Etymology 25-27: September 2000
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involved in that name imply an actual connection with other things that have the same
sounds in their respective names. It remains that there are merely arbitrary names
whose sounds are only related by chance to the reality they describe.* However,
through attentiveness to the sounds of true words, one is then thought to be able derive a
scientific account of reality through an etymologizing process in which the object
revealed in a word is understood with more precision through a consideration of the

word that describes it in relation to other natural words that employ similar sounds.*®

This etymologizing, grammatical, approach was broadly influential throughout medieval
Europe.!® Beginning, as Genesis does, with God’s creation of the orders of reality

through a process of naming, and Adam’s subsequent naming of the new-created

(Munster 2003); Robert Maltby, ‘The Limits of Etymologising’, Aevum Antiquum 6 (1993), 257-75;
Jefferey Bardzell, Speculative Grammar and Stoic Language Theory in Medieval Allegorical Narrative:
From Prudentius to Alan of Lille (New York and London 2009), 3-5, 12-31, 79-80; James, J. O’Hara,
True Names: Vergil and the Alexandrian Tradition of Etymological Wordplay (University of Michigan
1996, rev. 2017), 7-56; Dirk M. Schvenkeld, ‘Language’, Keimpe Algra, Jonathan Barnes, Jaap Mansfield
and Malcolm Schofield, eds., The Cambridge History of Hellanistic Philosophy (Cambridge 1999, repr.
2002), 177-215, at 179-182; Peter T. Struck, The Birth of the Symbol: Ancient Readers at the Limits of
their Texts (Princeton and Oxford 2004), 136-9; Marcia L. Colish, The Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to
the Early Middle Ages, 2 vols. (Leiden 1985), 56-60; Karl Barwick, Probleme der stoischen Sprachlehre
und Rhetorik, Abhandlungen der séchsischen Akademie der Wissenschaft zu Leipzig, philologisch-
historische Klasse 49.3 (Berlin 1957); Michael Frede, Essays in Ancient Philosophy (Minneapolis 1987),
325-37, 357.

14 This, as we shall see, is how Isidore understands the problem. However, Stoic proponents of natural
language, for instance, generally seem to have conceived of gradations of purity or corruption relative to a
given word’s original natural state, rather than a stark juxtaposition between ‘natural’ and ‘conventional’.
For such a view, etymological method is applicable for every word whatever, providing that a person
possesses sufficient dialectical power and virtue. See Catherine Atherton, The Stoics on Ambiguity
(Cambridge 1993, repr.1995), 67-9, 95-7.

15 Interest in multiplying etymologies of a single word as a way of deepening one’s knowledge of the
being it describes is by no means universal among practitioners of ancient etymology. Where multiple
etymologies exist it seems most often to be seen, among Stoics, as a valid means of limiting the spread of
ambiguities of meaning that may arise, rather than an inherently desirable extension of knowledge. On
this, see Atherton, Ambiguity, 105-7. In principle, the potential etymologies of a word would appear to be
the same number as the knowable relationships that the being it describes has relative to other beings;
Struck, The Birth of the Symbol, 138-9; Glenn W. Most, ‘Cornutus and Stoic Allegoresis’, in Wolfgang
Haase, ed., Aufstieg und Niedergang der romischen Welt 2.36.3 (Berlin 1989), 2014-65, at 2028.
However, the high-water mark for the desirability of multiple etymologies among those with a strong
theory of natural language seems to arrive with the medieval practitioners of the art, especially, it seems,
with those associated with Irish learning. On the latter, see Chapter 1, note 18 below.

16 For an excellent overview of the ancient and medieval development of the kind of etymologising
described here, but with careful reference to other early approaches to etymology that, to verying
degrees, were, or came to be, distinct from it, see Davide Del Bello, Forgotten Paths: Etymology and the
Allegorical Mindset (Washington, D.C. 2007), 34-115.
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animals,!’ it is easy to see the appeal that a philosophical discipline, based on the
significance of human onomastic capacity, might have for medieval theologians. Even
so, it seems to have been taken up with particular enthusiasm in Ireland.'® The most
important mediator of these ideas to Ireland is Isidore of Seville,® a seventh-century
bishop and encyclopaedist whose work, the Etymologiae (among others), was influential
here from the mid-seventh century onwards.? It is difficult to say how much medieval
Irish interest in, and practise of, this kind of etymology may be due to Isidore’s
influence, or how much the introduction of Isidore merely added fuel to a fire that was

already alight.?* There were, of course, much earlier intermediaries of these

17 Genesis 1 and 2:19-23.

18 For examples of the tendency toward multiple etymologies for a single term in Isidore (among other
late antique Latin authors) and the further development of this tendency in scholarship, see Paul Russell,
‘In aliis libris: Adaptation, Reworking and Transmission in the Commentaries to Amra Choluim Chille’,
in Elizabeth Boyle and Deborah Hayden, eds., Authorities and Adaptations: The Reworking and
Transmission of Textual Sources in Medieval Ireland (Dublin 2014), 63-94; idem, Glossaries and
Learned Discourse in Medieval Ireland, Kathleen Hughes Memorial Lectures 6 (Cambridge 2008); idem,
“The Sounds of a Silence: The Growth of Cormac's Glossary’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies 15
(1988),1-30, at 18, 20, 23 and 29.

19 For the specific character of Isidore’s approach to etymology, see Del Bello, Forgotten Paths, 96-115;
Amsler, Etymology and Grammatical Discourse, 133-72..

20 L_uned Mair Davies, 'Isidorian Texts and the Hibernensis', Peritia 11 (1997), 207-49; Jocelyn N.
Hillgarth, ‘Ireland and Spain in the Seventh Century’, Peritia 3 (1984), 1-10; Michael Herren, ‘On the
Earliest Irish Acquaintance with Isidore of Seville’, in Edward James, ed., Visgothic Spain: New
Approaches (Oxford 1980), 243-50 [repr. in Latin Letters in Early Christian Ireland (Ashgate 1996) I11];
Jocelyn N. Hillgarth, ‘Visigothic Spain and Early Christian Ireland’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish
Academy 62 C (1962), 167-94. For specific early instances of the Etymologiae’s influence, see Daibhi O
Croinin, ‘A Seventh-Century Irish Computus from the Circle of Cummianus’, Proceedings of the Royal
Irish Academy 82 C (1982), 405-430, at 423; Paul Russell, ‘In aliis libris’, 90 note 72; James P. Carley
and Ann Dooley, ‘An Early Irish Fragment of Isidore of Seville's Etymologiae’, in Lesley Abrams and
James P. Carley, eds., The Archaeology and History of Glastonbury Abbey: Essays in Honour of the
Ninetieth Birthday of C. A. Ralegh Radford (Woodbridge 1991), 135-61; Calder, The Scholar’s Primer,
xxxi-l; contra Marina Smyth’s argument from silence, that the lack of evidence for Isidore’s influence on
certain cosmological texts throws doubt on the positive signs of his influence elsewhere in the seventh and
early eighth century. Among other things, this would seem to depend on the supposition that, where
Isidore was known, he would always be followed at the expense of other available authorities; Marina
Smyth, ‘Isidorean texts in Medieval Ireland’, in Andrew Fear and Jamie Wood, eds., Isidore of Seville
and his Reception in the Early Middle Ages: Transforming and Transmitting Knowledge (Leiden 2016),
111-31; idem, Understanding the Universe in Seventh Century Ireland (Woodbridge 1996), 33; idem,
‘Isidore of Seville and Early Irish Cosmography’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies 14 (Winter 1987),
69-102.

2L Donatus, Priscian and Servius, among others, also deserve consideration as potential mediators of late
antique etymological practice prior to Isidore’s Etymologiae; Robert Maltby, ‘Priscian's Etymologies:
Sources, Function and Theoretical Basis’, in M. Baratin, B. Colombat and L. Holtz, eds., Priscien:
Transmission et reformation de la grammaire de I'antiquite aux modernes (Turnhout 2009), 239-46;
Robert Maltby, ‘The Role of Etymology in Servius and Donatus’, in Christos Nifadopoulos, ed.,
Etymologia: Studies in Ancient Etymology, 103-118.
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etymological practices, notably the Bible?? and its patristic commentators.? The
presence of pre-existing etymological interests would, perhaps, help to account for the
higher level of prestige Isidore seems to have enjoyed in Ireland than elsewhere in Latin
Christendom.?* But it is in Isidore that they would have first encountered the practice of

etymologising as the basis of a philosophical system.?®

The distinction made above between natural and conventional words will recall the
earlier distinction between natural and conventional law. Still, one cannot assume that a
work which evokes one of these distinctions will necessarily evoke the other.?

Moreover, even if an author takes both language and law to have natural and

22 Notable examples include Exod. 2:10; 1 Sam. 4:21; Isaiah 8:3-4; Hosea 1:3-9.

23 The most detailed (albeit, somewhat ambivalent), patristic treatment of Stoic linguistic theory and
etymological practice is likely St. Augustine’s, De dialectica; Jan Pinborg, ed. and B. Darrel Jackson, tr.,
Augustine: De dialectica (Dordrecht 1975). He would later develop the position that the auditory form of
spoken language is arbitrary relative to the mental referent signified by it; Mary Sirridge, ‘Augustine’s
Two Theories of Language’, Documenti e Studi sulla tradizione filosofica medieval 11 (2000), 35-57;
Isabelle Koch, ‘Le verbum in corde chez Augustin’, in Joél Biard, ed., Le langage mental du Moyen Age a
I’Age classique (Leuven 2009), 1-28; Tzvetan Todorov, ‘The Birth of Occidental Semiotics’, in R.W.
Bailey, L. Matjeka and P. Steiner, eds., The Sign: Semiotics Around the World (Ann Harbour 1978), 1-42,
at 20-39.

2 The classic example is Do Faillsigud Tana B6 Cuailnge, the story of how the Tain was miraculously
recovered after the last copy had been traded for Isidore’s Etymologiae; Kevin Murray, ed. and tr., ‘The
Finding of the Tain’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies 41 (Summer, 2001), 17-23. For further
discussion, see James Carney, Studies in Irish Literature and History (Dublin 1955), 165-88; Tomés O
Maille, ‘The Authorship of the Culmen’, Eriu 9 (1921-1923), 71-76. For the apparent Old Irish basis of
the version of the text found in The Book of Leinster (LL, hereafter) and the Middle Irish composition of
the D.iv.2 version, see John Carey, Varia II: The Address to Fergus’s Stone’, Eriu 51 (2000), 183-7, at
183 note 5.

% Note, ‘the basis’, and not actually a complete system. As we see in the Etymologiae, the rest of the arts
emerge as an unfolding of what is present as potency in grammar, but grammar on its own is not yet the
full unfolding of the system of thought for which it is the necessary basis. There is, perhaps, a sense that
rhetoric and dialectic in his view could be understood simply as elaborations of grammar, but this would
run the risk of muddying his reasons for giving grammar a distinct section (albeit the first section) in his
Etymologiae. See Del Bello’s qualifications of Amsler’s statements on this subject; Del Bello, Forgotten
Paths, 97-101; Amsler, Etymology and Grammatical Discourse, 134-5, 171.

2 There are those in antiquity who would believe in a distinction between natural and conventional law,
but not think that there is any such thing as natural language on the level of physically spoken or written
word: Proclus, for example, as opposed to lamblichus. For lamblichus, it was of the utmost importance
that ‘barbarian names’ (BapBapa dvopara/babara onomata) of religious ritual not be translated into
Greek, in order for them to remain effectual; lamblichus, De Mysteriis, VI11.5; Emma C. Clarke, John M.
Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell, ed. and tr., lamblichus: On the Mysteries (Atlanta 2003), 298-303.
However, for Proclus, it is the intellectual ‘form’ (e1doc/eidos) of a word that has a natural relationship to
its object, not its ‘matter’ (VAn/hule), that is, not in the embodiment of that form in a particular
vocalisation. In which case, the actual sound of the utterance is not important, so much as the rational
character of what is manifest in the utterance, whether in religious ritual or otherwise; R.M. Van Den
Berg, Proclus’ Hymns: Essays, Translation, Commentary, Philosophia Antiqua 90 (Leiden 2001), 101ff.
Augustine would arrive at a position similar to that of Proclus; see note 23 above.
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conventional forms, it does not follow that this author will necessarily present them in a
way that preserves the perceived analogy between them. However, Isidore does
precisely this in the Etymologiae. In Book I, he distinguishes between words that are
invented ‘according to nature’ (secundum naturam) and those which are contrived
‘according to whim’ (secundum placitum).?” In Book V, he distinguishes between
‘natural law’ (lex naturae) and merely customary ‘human law’ (lex humanae).?® The
form of ‘human law’, like that of language which is shaped ‘according to whim’, has no
definable relationship to reality at all, in that it is determined only by what seems
pleasing.?® Yet, in contrast to them, a kind of language and a kind of law have existed,
and exist, which are characterised precisely by their correspondence to nature. In the
case of natural language, the directness of its conformity to nature, its naturalness, lies,
as we would now expect, in the correspondence between its sequence of sounds and the
thing described. According to Isidore, it is only this that makes the etymological
practice, which is the basis and organising principle of his Etymologiae, possible.*° But
what then must this mean for how the naturalness of natural law is conceived? Since
there is such an immediate relationship between the nature of a given thing and its
manifestation to human sense-perception, on the level of language, one would then
expect that the same immediate relationship between representation and reality will exist
between the role proper to humanity in the larger cosmological order, described in the
natural law, and the physical instantiation of that role in the state. And what we find is
certainly along these lines. For, unlike Ps. Augustine (Ambrosiaster) and those

following him - for whom a king must be honoured as the image of God (imago Dei), in

27 Etym. |.xxix.2; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 55: ‘Non autem omnia
nomina a veteribus secundum naturam inposita sunt, sed quaedam et secundum placitum, sicut et nos
servis et possessionibus interdum secundum quod placet nostrae voluntati nomina damus’ (=However, not
all words were established by the ancients from nature; some were established by whim, just as we
sometimes give names to slaves and possessions according to what tickles our fancy).

28 Etym. V.ii.1; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 117: ‘Omnes autem leges
aut divinae sunt, aut humanae. Divinae natura, humanae moribus constant’ (=All laws are either divine or
human. Divine laws are based on nature, human law on customs).

2 Etym. V.ii.1; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 117: ‘humanae (leges) . .
. discrepant, quoniam aliae aliis gentibus placent” (=human laws may disagree because, different laws
please different peoples).

30 Etym. 1.xxix.3; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 55: ‘omnium nominum
etymologiae non reperiuntur, quia quaedam non secundum qualitatem, qua genita sunt, sed iuxta arbitrium
humanae voluntatis vocabula acceperunt’ (=etymologies are not to be found for all words, because some
things received names, not according to their innate qualities, but by the caprice of human will).
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the same way as a bishop is honoured as the image of Christ (imago Christi), whether
they act like a sovereign or no*!- Isidore contends that a king who does not act like a
king is not a king at all.®2 Thus the noun ‘king’ (rex), in Isidore’s view, is derived from
the actions of ‘ruling’ (regendum) and ‘acting correctly’ (recte agendum)? rather than

the actions from a pre-existing identity existing independently of them. It is only insofar

31 ps. Augustine (Ambrosiaster), Quaestiones Veteris et Novi testamenti CXXVII, quest. 35; edited in
Centre Traditio Litterarum Occidentalium, Ambrosiaster: Quaestiones Veteris et Novi testamenti:
Quaestiones numero CXXVII (Turnhout 2010 — online edition) 63.10, which may be viewed at the website
‘The Library of Latin Texts: Series A’ (online at: http://clt.brepolis.net/llta/pages/Toc.aspx), last accessed
at 25.07.2017: ‘Dei enim imaginem habet rex, sicut et episcopus Christi. Quamdiu igitur in eadem
tradicione est, honorandus est, si non propter se, tamen propter ordinem’. The idea that the image of
Christ is, in some way, uniquely possessed by the bishop, attributed to St. Augustine in the Collectio
canonum Hibernensis [CCH, hereafter], seems likely to come from this Ps. Augustinian source; CCH
1.15; Wasserschleben, ed., Die irische Kanonensammlung, 9; Roy Flechner, ed. and tr., The Hibernensis:
A Study, Edition and Translation with Notes (Cambridge 2011), 17 and 541, which may be viewed at the
website Converting the Isles: An International Network for the Study of Conversion to Christianity in the
Insular World (online at: http://www.asnc.cam.ac.uk/conversion/logos/Flechner_Hibernensis.pdf),
accessed at 15.07.2017: ‘Augustinus ait: Christus imaginem Dei habet, sicut episcopus imaginem Christi’
(=Augustine said: Christ bears the image of God, just as a bishop bears the image of Christ). On
Ambrosiaster’s kingship ideology, see Sophie Lunn-Rockliffe, Ambrosiaster’s Political Theology (Oxford
2007), 127-45. For the bishop as having the same ‘grade’ (grad) as the ‘Son of God the Father’ (Maic Dé
Athar), see also Bretha Nemed Toisech [BNT, hereafter] §89; Liam Breatnach, ed. and tr., “The First Third
of Bretha Nemed Toisech’, Eriu 40 (1989), 1-40, at 13-14. A line from quest. 79.3 of the same work
(CTLO, eds., Quaestiones, 135.5) is quoted without attribution in the marginalia of The Irish Liber
Hymnorum; J.H. Bernard and R. Atkinson, eds., ‘Hymnus S. Hilarii in luadem Christi’, in J.H. Bernard
and R. Atkinson, The Irish Liber Hymnorum, 2 vols., Henry Bradshaw Society 13-14 (London 1898) I,
35-42, at 42, with preface at |1, 18. This appears to have been first noted by Alexander Souter, A Study of
Ambrosiaster, Contributions to Biblical and Patristic Literature: Texts and Studies 7.4 (Cambridge 1905),
164. Cummian quoted from this work as early as 632; see Maura Walsh and Daibhi O Créinin,
Cummian's Letter ‘De Controversia Paschali’ and the ‘De ratione conputandi’ (Toronto 1988), 60, note
on line 36, as referenced by Padraig P. O Néill, “The Latin Colophon to the Tain B Cdailnge in the Book
of Leinster: A Critical View of Old Irish Literature’, Celtica 23 (1999) 269-75, at 272 note 23.

%2 Isidore, Etymologiae, XL.iii.4; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 200:
‘Reges a regendo vocati. Sicut enim sacerdos a sacrificando, ita et rex a regendo. Non autem regit, qui
non corrigit. Recte igitur faciendo regis nomen tenetur, peccando amittitur. \Vnde et apud veteres tale erat
proverbium: “Rex eris, si recte facias: si non facias, non eris”’ (=Kings are so called from governing, and
as priests are named from sacrificing, so kings from governing. But he does not govern who does not
correct; therefore the name of king is held by one behaving rightly, and lost by one doing wrong. Hence
among the ancients such was the proverb: “You will be king if you behave rightly; if you do not, you will
not.”[lightly edited]’. On Isidore’s kingship ideology and its medieval Irish influence, see O’Connor, The
Destruction, 274.

33 Isidore, Etymologiae, 1.xxix.3; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 55:
‘Sunt autem etymologiae nominum aut ex causa datae, ut 'reges' a regendo et recte agendo’
(=Etymologies of words are furnished, either from their rational as kings from “ruling” and “acting
correctly” [lightly edited]).
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as the king corrects (corrigit) the people,® which is to say, brings them into conformity

to the natural law, that they are a king.

Linguistic Elaborations on Isidore

However, the early Irish reception of Isidore’s ideas of natural language and law is
certainly not a case of slavish imitation. On both sides of the equation, linguistic and
legal, these basic principles are developed in new directions.*® Isidore’s understanding
of ancient etymological practice leads him, for the most part, to a conservatism that
gives pre-eminence to Hebrew,®' the language which he believes is the ancient source of
the others, and thus, presumably, least corrupted.® There is, however, a qualification of
this view. In spite of the priority he gives to Hebrew as the font of all other langauges,
together with the arts that would become manifest in them, it remains that he
understands Greek to be ‘more illustrious than the other nation’s languages’ since ‘it is
more sonorous than Latin, or than any other language’.® This affirmation of Greek is

not so strong as to maintain the priority of the Septuagint to St. Jerome’s Latin

3 |Isidore, Etymologiae, X1.iii.4; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 200.

% |sidore, Etymologiae, V.xx-xxi; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 119.
Note here that it is not simply the universeral characteristics of nature as a whole, or of human nature that
need consideration, but the state of the particular natures ruled at a particular time.

3 For an example of a Hiberno-Latin etymology that ‘is more Isidorean than Isidore himself’, see Rolf
Baumgarten, ‘A Hiberno-Isidorean Etymology’, Peritia 2 (1983), 225-8.

37 It is important, however, that the primacy Isidore grants Hebrew not be confused with Bede’s
subsequent, or Jerome’s prior, preference for what they called the ‘hebraica veritas’ (Hebrew Truth) - i.e.
the Hebrew manuscripts of the Old Testament - on which Jerome based his Vulgate, over the authority of
the Greek Septuagint. See, for example, Bede’s Epistola ad Pelguinam §16; Charles W. Jones, ed., Bedae
opera pars I: Opera didiscalia, 3 vols., CCSL 123A-C (1975-80), 615-626, at 625; Faith Wallis, tr.,
‘Letter to Pelgwin’, in her Bede: The Reckoning of Time (Liverpool 1999), 405-15, at 414. The authority
that Hebrew has for Isidore does not cause him to see the Greek Septuagint as anything other than a direct
result of revelation. He still prefers St. Jerome’s Vulgate, but because Jerome is a Christian, not, it seems,
because his Hebrew manuscripts were thought to be more reliable; Etymologiae V1.iv.1-5; Lindsay, ed.,
Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., The Etymologies, 139. Nor does it move him to abandon the chronology
of the Septuagint relative to what Jerome saw (and Bede would see) as the demands of the ‘Hebrew truth’;
compare the chronology of Etymologiae V.xxxix.1-42; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr.,
The Etymologies, 130-3, with the Vulgate-based chronology in Bede’s De temporum ratione 866; Jones,
ed., Bedae opera didiscalia, 241-544, at 463-535; Wallis, tr., Bede: The Reckoning of Time, 157-237, with
commentary at 353-66, esp. 357.

3 Isidore, Etymologiae, L.iii.4, xxxix.2 and xlii.1, V.i.1 and IX.i.1-4; Isidore, Etymologiae, V.XX-Xxi;
Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., 39, 65, 67, 117 and 191.

% |Isidore, Etymologiae, V.xx-xxi; Lindsay, ed., Etymologiarum; Barney et al, tr., 191: ‘Graeca autem
lingua inter ceteras gentium clarior habetur. Est enim et Latinis et omnibus linguis sonantior’. Compare
the Auraicept’s contention that ‘every obscure sound’ is found in Irish; see note 38 below. It seems
possible, that this affirmation of the younger language of Greek could be the kernel from which, under the
influence of the sources mentioned below, the Auraicept’s speculations on Irish grew.
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translation of the Hebrew manuscripts of the Old Testament in anything but chronology.
But neither should his preference for the Vulgate be taken to indicate a commitment to
the ‘Hebrew truth’ (hebraicas veritas) as the necessary basis for Scriptural authority,
such we find in Jerome and Bede after him. For Isidore, the importance of the Vulgate
does not lie in the belief that the Hebrew manuscripts are inherently superior to the
Greek of the Septuagint, but in that the Vulgate is the work of a Christian, as opposed to
the prophetically inspired (although admittedly pre-Christian) Septuagint. Nevertheless,
despite this single, albeit, highly significant proviso, there is little to disrupt a picture of
the priority of Hebrew.

Yet this is certainly not where the matter is left in early Irish literature. In Auraicept na
n-Eces, most notably, what Isidore briefly says about Greek, is instead applied to the
Irish language in a much-elaborated form. In place of Isidore’s warm but relatively
ambiguous statement that Greek is ‘more sonorous’ than other languages, the Auraicept
makes the more technical claim that the Irish language is ‘more comprehensive’
(foirleithiu) than every other, on account of its containing ‘every obscure sound’ (gach
son forrdorcha).° In this it seems to be led by the same theory of language (in which

sounds correspond to realities)*! to an intellectual optimism - dimly visible in this

40 Auraicept na n-Eces, lines 11-12; Calder, ed. and tr., The Scholar’s Primer, ed.2 and tr.3. This is also,
‘Ar a cuibdi, ar a edruma, ar a mine’ (=on account of its aptness, on account of its lightness, on account
of its smoothness [lightly edited]); Auraicept na n-Eces, line 32; Calder, ed. and tr., The Scholars’ Primer,
ed.4 and tr.5. It is not immediately evident if the claim made later in Calder’s text, that Hebrew is the
language spoken before Babel, and will, perhaps, be spoken in heaven hereafter, represents the
introduction a rival tradition, in complete or partial conflict with the Auraicept’s general idealization of
Irish, or if it is seen as agreeing with it in some way, perhaps expanding upon a distinction between
natural and spiritual, secular and ecclesiastical ideals of language, such as occurs in texts like Prologue to
Senchas Mar and the Senchas Mar itself (SM, hereafter); Auraicept na n-Eces, lines 188-192; Calder, The
Scholars’ Primer, 14-17. Compare toThe Prologue to SM §5-11; John Carey, ed. and tr., ‘An Edition of
the Pseudo-Historical Prologue to the Senchas Mar’, Eriu 45 (1994), 1-32, ed. at 12-3 and tr. at 18-9.
Compare also Cdrus Bésgnai (SM 8), 830-37, esp.35; Liam Breatnach, ed. and tr., Corus Bésgnai: An Old
Irish Law Tract on the Church and Society (Dublin 2017), ed. at 32-4, 150-6 and tr. at 33-5, 151-7. Note
that the prose of The Prologue to SM has been edited and translated separately from the poetic passage
that is found in the middle of it. For the prose, see Carey, ed. and tr., ‘An Edition” (PSM, hereafter). For
the poetry, see Kim McCone, ‘Dubthach Maccu Lugair and a Matter of Life and Death in the Pseudo-
Historical Prologue to Senchas Mar’, Peritia 5 (1986), 1-35, ed. at 29-35 and tr. at 6-8 (DML, hereafter).
41 See also Auraicept na n-Eces §1.13-4; Anders Ahlqvist, ed. and tr., The Early Irish Linguist: An Edition
of the Canonical Part of the ‘Auraicept na n-Eces’, Commentationes humanarum litterarum 73 (Helsinki
1982), 48: ‘Is and iarum ro-riaglad a mbérla-sa: a mba ferr iarum do cach bérlu 7a mba leithiu 7 a mba
caimiu, is ed do-reped isin nGoidilc; 7 cach son dona-airnecht carechtair isna aipgitrib ailib olchena, ar-
ichta carechtairi leo-som isin bethe-luis-nin ind oguim . . .” (=It is there then that this language was given
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isolated statement of Isidore, but more reminiscent of the portrayal of the Latin language
by Cicero, in his Tusculanae Disputationes,*? and, more significantly for an early Irish
readership, by Priscian, in his Institutiones* - that languages can, with scholarly effort,
be brought into yet greater conformity with nature, in a way which would presumably
make them more etymologically transparent than those which pre-existed them. It
would be hard to determine the extent to which such a belief about the Irish language
may have informed the abundant application of the etymological method to Irish
vocabulary, outlined above. However, the very fact that so much of it exists, including

its rules: what was best then of every language and what was widest and finest was cut out into Irish / and
every sound for which a sign had not been found in the other alphabets besides, signs were invented in the
B-L-N of the ogham. . .).

42 Cicero, Tuscalanae Disputationes, I.i.1-iii.6, 1.viii.15-6, 1.ix.19, 11.ii.5-7, 11.xi.26, I1l.iv.7-v.11,
I11.xiv.29-xv.33,; J.E. King, ed. and tr., Tusculan Disputations (Cambridge 1927, rev. 1945, repr. 2014),
2-9, 18-21, 22-5, 150-3, 172-4, 232-7, 260-7.

43 Priscian, Institutiones, 11.i.1-ii.4; the most current edition is on the website Corpus grammaticorum
Latinorum (online at: http://kaali.linguist.jussieu.fr/CGL/text.jsp), accessed at 25.07.2017; Mortimer J.
Donovan, tr., ‘Priscian and the Obscurity of the Ancients’, Speculum 36.1 (Jan., 1961), 75-80, at 75-6:
‘cum omnis elogquentiae doctrinam et omne studiorum genus |sapientiae luce praefulgens a Graecorum
fontibus deriuatum Latinos proprio / sermone inuenio celebrasse et in omnibus illorum uestigia liberalibus
|consecutos artibus uideo, nec solum ea, quae emendate ab illis sunt prolata, sed / etiam quosdam errores
eorum amore doctorum deceptos imitari, in quibus / maxime uetustissima grammatica ars arguitur
peccasse, cuius auctores, / quanto sunt iuniores, tanto perspicaciores, et ingeniis floruisse et / diligentia
ualuisse omnium iudicio confirmantur eruditissimorum (quid enim / Herodiani artibus certius, quid
Apollonii scrupulosis quaestionibus / enucleatius possit inueniri?) cum igitur eos omnia fere uitia,
quaecumgque / antiqguorum Graecorum commentariis sunt relicta artis grammaticae, |expurgasse comperio
certisque rationis legibus emendasse, nostrorum autem [neminem post illos imitatorem eorum extitisse,
quippe in neglegentiam / cadentibus studiis literarum propter inopiam scriptorum, quamuis audacter, / sed
non impudenter, ut puto, conatus sum pro uiribus rem arduam / quidem, sed officio professionis non
indebitam, supra nominatorum praecepta / uirorum, quae congrua sunt uisa, in Latinum transferre
sermonem (=When | find that the Latins proclaimed in their own language the teachings of all eloquence
and every kind of study derived from the sources of the Greeks and resplendent with the light of wisdom;
and when | see that they followed the steps of the Greeks in all the liberal arts and imitated not only those
studies which were handed down by the Greeks without error, but also certain misconceptions, having
been biased by a love of Greek scholars, among whom especially the most ancient art of grammar is
proved to have gone astray, an art whose authors, the more recent they are, are so much the clearer, and in
the judgement of all the most learned, are acknowledged to have flourished by their natural ability and to
have succeeded because of their diligence - for what could be more definitive than the arts of Herodian or
clearer than the precise questions of Apollonius? - when, therefore, | find that these men purged almost all
errors, whatever ones were left in the commentaries of the ancient Greeks on the art of grammar, and
made emendations according to the fixed laws of reason, yet [when | find that] none of us has since
emerged as their imitator, to counter a neglect of literary studies, which are declining for want of writers, |
have attempted, however boldly, yet modestly, | think, and according to my strength, a difficult task
surely, yet one befitting the office of my calling, to translate into Latin idiom precepts of the abovenamed
men which seemed fitting).

29



literary forms dedicated to Irish etymologies, such as the Old Irish glossaries* and the
Middle Irish Dindshenchas,* shows that there was an abiding belief that newer
languages could achieve a level of conformity to nature sufficient to make this practice
useful. Moreover, the tendency of Irish scholars to multiply etymologies of a given
Irish word far beyond the one or two provided for most Hebrew, Latin and Greek words
in their late antique sources,*® would indeed seem to support the notion that Irish was
thought to be the result of scholarly improvements that made it more fecund with
etymologies than any language previous, in this way making the hidden depths of the
objects, thus described, more intelligible than ever before. In this vein, it seems
probable that the strong identity between word and reality upon which ancient
etymological theory is built, in Isidore and elsewhere, relative to which the Irish
language seems to be thought exemplary, may also be at work in the ability that is often
attributed to filid (and to certain other nemed classes at times), to shape reality with the

spoken word.*” However, such possibilities will have to be dealt with at a later point.

Political Elaborations on Isidore: Kingship

It is of no surprise, then, that in medieval Ireland, where an Isidorean view of language
was so influential, its implications for how the realities described in natural law are
physically embodied in the political order are broadly attested as well. In some
instances, we find fairly straightforward versions of the doctrine. When the Wiirzburg
Glosses (WGPE) comment on St. Paul’s command, in Romans 13, that Christians be

obedient to such political powers as they had over them, the glossator contends that St.

4 Notably, Sanas Cormaic; Paul Russell, Sharon Arbuthnot and Padraic Moran, eds., Sanas Cormaic
(Cambridge 2006-), this may be viewed at the website, ‘Early Irish Glossaries Database’ (online at:
http://www.asnc.cam.ac.uk/irishglossaries/texts.php), last accessed at 20.07.2017.

4 Edward Gwynn, ed. and tr., The Metrical Dindshenchas, 5 vols. Todd Lecture Series 8-12 (Dublin
1903-35; repr. Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies 1991); Whitley Stokes, ed. and tr., ‘The Bodleian
Dinnshenchas’, Folk-Lore 3 (1892), 467-516; idem, ‘The 