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218 T.'i\ll. Clwrles-Ed111nrds 

'Surely the Lord is in this place; :rnd I knew it not.' And he was afraid, 

and said, 'How dreadful is this place! this is none other but the house of 

God, and this is the g:ne of heaven.' And Jacob rose up early in the 

morning, and took the stone that he had put for his pillow, and set it up 

for a pillar, and pour�d oil upon the top of it. 

Then he made a vow, w hich concluded: 'And this stone, which I have set for a 

pillar, shall be God's house: and of all that thou shalt give me I will surely give 

the tenth unto thee.' 

Adomnan, therefore, took two episodes from the story of Jacob and wove 

them together. The stone was a memorial of Columba's grave, echoing the 

grave-scone of Rachel; it was placed where the saint lay in the monastic ceme­

tery, but it had earlier been his pillow, where he slept in life, just as Jacob slept 

with a stone pillow, and in that sleep had a vision of angels and received God's 

covenant. As Columba's bed had been in a monastery that was also 'the house 

of God', so his grave nearby was, for him and for all that called upon his name, 

a porra caeli, a gate co heaven. 'For the place where his bones rest is still visited 

by the light of heaven and by numbers of angels, as is known from those of the 

elect who have themselves seen this. ' 59 Jacob's dream occurred soon after he 

had been blessed by Isaac as his heir. Similarly, Colomba lay down on his bed, 

with the stone for a pillow, after he had blessed his monks; and, while he was 

lying there, he gave his last instructions for those same monks. As Jacob saw 

angels climbing up the ladder from the earth to heaven and also descending, so 

Colomba would be met in death by angels coming down from heaven, who 

would then conduce him up through the porta caeli. And, as  Jacob's pillar at  

Bethel commemorated his journey into 'the eastern land', so Columba 's  stone 

commemorated his death i11 peregri11atio11e, on an island that belonged to Britain 

and was thus, from an early Irish perspective, 'over there', in the east. 

We have already met Columba as resembling the greatest among the 

prophets and apostles. In these brief allusions, he is made to resemble the patri­

arch Jacob: as Jacob was blessed in his heirs by the flesh, Columba, it is 

suggested, would be blessed in his heirs in the spirit. 

59 Trans. Sharpe, Adomnan, p. 233. 

Adomnan's Vita Columbae and 

the early churches of Tiree 

Aidan Mac Donald 

The most striking thing about Adomnan's references to Tiree in his Vita 
Col11111bae [ vq is, it seems to me, the allusion in VC III.8 to Jratmm mona.steria, 
'(the) monasteries of brothers', and cetera ei11sdem i11s11/ae mona.steria, 'the other 

monasteries of the same island', in addition to the Columban foundation of 

Campus L1111ge. In VC l.36, indeed, he names one of them: Artchai11, 'Fair 

Height', founded by the priest Findchan. Tiree, then, by no means a large island, 

supp orted in Adorn.nan's day more than tv-10 monasteries: a notable enough 

phenomenon. So it seemed worthwhile, after first reviewing what Adomn:in 

himself has to say about the early churches of Tiree, to try to find out what 

other evidence (documentary chiefly, but also archaeological and toponymic) 

might exist to shed further possible light on his passing - and tantalizing -

notice in VC III.8. I have not thought it necessary, for this exercise, to under­

take personally fieldwork on the island, deeming existing surveys, especially the 

work of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of 

Scotland (see below), to be quite sufficient for the purpose. 

The island of Tiree 

The island was, at a much later date at least, well-known for its fertility, upon 

which many old accounts conunent. 'The island of Tiree, where there is ... 
great plenty of barley', says the fourteenth-century chronicler John of Fordun.1 

. .. Thiridh ane main laich fertile fruitfull cuntrie . . . a cuncrie may be 

mair fertile of corn, and very gude for w ild fowls and for fi che ... :. 

Tierhie ... is commodious and fertile of corn and core of gude-s ... le 

was callit in all tymes McConnells girnell [i.e .. MacDonald' granary or 

storehouse]; for it is all teillit land, and na girs [gra ] but ley land. quhilk 

I fos11/a Tyree, qua ... est ... ordri t11rtg11e1 n>pit1. Ford1111 Clm 11i .1 (t·d. k n • i. p. 4;. ii. p. 40): -f. 
Bower, Scotichro11ico11 Il.10, lines 55-6 (ed. M:K ucrn :md b u�n. PF 1c\'-9. 343-4. 34 , 
nn). 2 So Dc:in Monro in 1549: Munro, lli·srrm lskl, p. 65. 
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is maist nuri ·chand gir of ony other, quhairthrow the ky I cows I of this 

Ile abundis sa of milk that thai arc milkit four times in the day [etc.].J 

'The Isle ofTiree ... has been always valued for its extraordinary fruitfulness in 

corn ... the natives for the most part live on barley-bread, butter, milk , cheese, 

fish ... ',says Martin Martin u695. 4 'The Ille ofTery ... is gouid for cattell, 

productive of come and grasse abundantly. It is commoclious for fowling and 

fishing ... ' according to a (late seventeenth-century?) writer in Macfarlane's 

Geogmpltirnl Collecrio11s.s If these or similar conditions prevailed in the sixth and 

seventh cenmries (and Cal/lp11s L1111ge is able, in VC I.41, to send 'a fat beast and 

si_x measures of grain' to a pauper in Coll: see below), then the fact that the 

island could have supported at this time several, doubtless fairly small, monastic 

communities is perhaps less surprising. Such apparently intensive (if localized) 

monastic settlement, however, would also seem to presuppose an existing Jay 

population so disposed that such ecclesiastical colonization could be more or 

less readily accommodated, socially and economically; and so no over-riding 

prior interest in the island on the pare of one or more powerful secular 

kindreds there or nearby. As usual (as, indeed, in the case of Iona itself), we 

knmv nothing whatever of the local circumstances governing the foundation of 

individual churches. 

TI1e place-11a111e 'Tiree' 

In VC, Adomnan calls the island Ethica term (I.19, 36, II.39, III.8), Ethetica and 

Aethica term (II. 15), Ethica i11rnla (I. r9, twice); compare Aetltic11111 pilng11s (I. 19): 

·]and' or 'island of Eth'. 'Adomnan's (ll)et!tic(a) is a fanciful Latin adjective ... 

The quasi-Greek Ethetica111 is even more fanciful' .6 In the Latin lives of the 

saints, it is Heth (Lerra, regio).7 It occurs in early Irish as Tfr-iat/1. 8 With the tradi­

tional reputation of Tiree for fertility in mind, Reeves derived the generic 

elemenr of the name from Old Irish itlt , gen. sg. etho(a), 'corn, grain' (DIL, s. v.), 

understanding the name to be Tfr Etho (Tfr ltha), ' land of corn' .9 Watson, 

3 Description of the hies of Scotland, in Skene, Celtic Scotland, iii, pp 428-40, at 437. Skene dated 

chis piece between 1577 and 1595. 4 Manin, Desaiptio11 (ed. Macleod, pp 294-6). 5 

Macfarlane, Geographical collee1io11s (ed. Mitchell, ii, pp 217-18). 6 Anderson and Anderson, 
Adomnan's Ufe (1991), p. lxxv. 7 But terra Ethica in the:: Vita Altera S. Brc11dnni 15; Et!ticn 
inmla in the Vita S. Columbae Hicnsis 26 (ed. Heist, VSH, pp 330, 372). The second example, 
however, occurs in a context derived dircccly from VC 111.8. 8 Watson, Celtic µlnce-11mncs, 
pp 60 and n.; 62, n. 2; 85-6. 9 Reeves (ed.), Life of St Co/11111ba (1857), p. 48, n. 'b'; (1874), 

308-9. 
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however, in his discussion of the name, 10 drew attention to the fact that, as 

Kuno Meyer had already pointed out, the early Trish Tlr-iath showed, by the 

cliphthongization of Adomnfo's e(th) to ia{th), that the e of eth was long (from 

an older e1) - a fatal objection to Reeves' etymology, where etho has short e. 

Watson concluded that 'the various forms {that is, of the name Tiree), ancient 

and modern, cannot be reconciled with each other, and their diversity indicates 

that the second part is not Gaelic, possibly not even Celtic'. 11 Tbe fact, on the 

other hand, that we are dealing with essentially the same name from early 

medieval to modern times (whatever its origins; and discontinuous documen­

tation notwithstanding) probably serves to emphasize the importance of the 

island in the ecclesiastical domain from Adomnan's day and earlier to the 

Reformation and later (for Hitli, etc., see Appendix). 

Campus Luiige 

Much of the documentary material for the early churches ofTiree is provided 

by VC, the bulk of it having to do with the monastery that Adomnan calls 

Ca111p11s LuHge, 'ship field', 12 or 'plain of the ship', over which presided, appar­

ently for a significant period, Baithene, Columba's second-in-command and 

eventual successor. 

Cnmp11s L1111ge occurs, explicitly or implicitly, six times. (r) In l.19, a whale 

(cet11s, bif 11n) appears bet\veen Iona and Tiree. One Berach, sailing to Tiree in the 

morning, gives no heed to Columba's warning about it and, in consequence, 

has a bad fright. Baithene, likewise sailing from Iona to Tiree that morning, 

listens to the saint in a receptive frame of mind, meets the whale and blesses it. 

whereupon the animal clisappears. The moral of the story seems to lie in the 

likely consequences of monastic obedience and disobedience essentially and, as 

Anderson points out, 1J the whale is assimilated to Jonah's sea-monster (it is 

both 111011stmos11111 prodigi11111, 'a prodigious monster', and cchLS 111irae er iume11Sae 

111ag11it11di11is, 'a whale of marvellous and enormous size'). Baithene is presum­

ably bound for Cnl/lp11s L1111ge: Berach is probably so also. (2) In l.30. a penitent 

(a clerical (?) scholar - he is called sapie11s 11ir, 'a wise man') 14 comes from 

Ireland to Columba in Iona; and after a few days there he is .em to Blirnene, 

who is described as prneposit11s, 'prior', of Cn111p11s L1111ge. Here \\-e see the 

IO Watson, Celtic µlnce-11a111cs , pp 85-6. II MedicYal record 6 rm. of th n:une m:iy be 
found conveniently in Innes, Origi11es P.mirliin/es 'otiae ii. I. pp Ff-31. \ ·Jcson. Cdtit p/.1re-
11<1111cs, p. 86, reviews the modern Scors Gadi · forms t the n.une. nomi.n:U and ldjecrival. 

12 Anderson and Anderson, Adcl11111tl11's L.Jfe. p. 58.11. I.3 Ibid .. f .. u. n. 14 Ree\ . Lift lf 
St Colt1111ba (1857), p. 59 n. 'd'; h:lrpt\ A1fo1111i.i11. p. 291 ll. i39. 
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monastery in the role of penitcnti:i l st:ition, as again in II 39 (below). (3) In I.41, 

Columba orders Baithene as pmcposit11s of Cn111p11s L1111ge to send 'a fat beast and 

si." measures of grain' (q11oddn111 pi11,(!llC pcrns ct 11i. 111odios) to the indigent thief 

Ere rnocu Druidi in Coll. It need not be inferred from this that Tiree could 

afford a charitable gift of agricultural produce that Iona could not. •s Tiree is 

close to Coll and the mother-house had previously, in fact, given Ere some 

sheep. 16 (+) In I I. 15 , Baithene sails from lona to Tiree; Colman Elo from Iona to 

Ireland. Both obtain a favourable \'Vind from Columba's prayers, one after the 

other. Baithene's landfall is the harbour of Cn111p11s L1111ge - port11s ca111pi L1111ge: 
th.is does not necessarily mean, of course, that the monastery is at its harbour, or 

indeed right on the sea - it could just as easily be some way inland. (5) The 

long story, doubtless a well-known tradition of the Columban community, of 

Libcin of the reed-plot, is the subject of II.39. Libran comes to Columba in 

Iona from Connacht as a lay penitent. Having confessed his sins to the saint, he 

is sent to Cn111p11s L1111ge to work out his penance there for seven years. After 

formal reconciliation in Iona at the end of this period and a visit home, he 

rerurns to Iona and, becoming a monk of Columba, is sent back to Campus 
L1111ge, where he remains. Eventually and apparently long after Columba's 

<leach, he dies an old man and is buried at Durrow, while on official business 

chere. 'This Libcin is called " of the reed-plot" (Libmnus harundi11et1)', Adomnan 

e:-..-plains, 'because for many years he worked in a reed-plot, gathering reeds . ' 

The plor was presumably in Tiree, the property immediately of Cn111pus L1111ge, 
whose community (and that of Iona?) used the reeds for thatching their timber 

buildings and probably for other purposes also!7 We see again here, as in I.30 

(above), the monastery of Ca111p11s L11nge in the role of penitential station. 

Clearly this role involved more than merely temporary retreats. That penance 

could involve physical mortification, at least deprivation of food, is indicated by 

the episode in I.21 concerning a false penitent at the monastery on the island 

of Hinba. (6) In III. 8, Columba repulses from Iona, with angelic assistance, 

disease-inflicting demons, which then attack Tiree. The monasteries of Tiree 

(the fratmm monasteria, cetera ei11sde111 i11sulae 111011asteria, to which I referred at the 

outset) suffer severely from this visitation, except Baithene's community of 

Campus Lunge, where only one man dies. 

Tiree and/or Campus Lunge thus appear, as I have said, six rim.es in VC. The 

monastery on the island of Hi11ba appears seven times. Both monasteries are 

penitential stations; both are rul ed by praepositi who are close to Columba, 

physically and spiritually. Baithene was Columba's first cousin. 18 If we could 

15 As implied by Reeves, Life of St Columba (1857), pp 78-9 n. 'k'; 'Tire<!', p. 309. 16 Cf. 
Sharpe,Adom11an, p. JOJ, n. 182. !7 Ibid., p. 340, n. 319. x8 Ibid ., pp 256-7 n. 55. E rnfo in 
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identify Hi11ba with any certainty, other points of comparison might emerge. 

Columba, however, is never said by Adomnfo to visit Tiree; whereas five 

episodes in VC have him staying in Hi11ba. '9 

Adomnan's hybrid Latin-Irish Campus Lunge translates fully into Irish as 

Mag L11inge: in 111011asterio quod Campus Navis, id est Mag Lunga, vocatur, quodque 

per sa11ct111n Col11mbam in terra Heth jimdatum est, 'in the monastery which is 

called the Plain of the Ship - that is Mag Luinge - and wh ich was founded by 

Saint Columba in Tiree' .20 The annals record the burning of Mag Lunge in 

673, 21 and the death ofConall of Mag Luinge in 775 .22 It seems likely chat this 

Mag Lrtillge and Campus Lunge are identical, though the place-name Mag Lui11ge 

occurs in Ireland also: Hogan 2J lists three instances. On the other hand, AU 

673 .2,4,5 and possibly much of 3 as well - out of six entries for 673 - are 

Scottish, 2 4 and all but the first entry (four out of five) for the corresponding 

year in AT are then Scottish too. There is less certainty in the case of Conall, 

but AU 775. I starts with the obit of Cinadu, king of the Picts,25 and it seems 

likely that the Four Masters, or their source, regarded ConaJl as abbot of the 

monastery of Mag L11i11ge - Campus L1111ge in Tiree. 26 

Both Reeves2 1 and Watson1s suggested that Kilbride on Cornaig Mor might 

be represented in Irish tradition by Brigit Maigi L11i11ge.1·9 Sharpe dismisses the 

suggestion, basically on the grounds that Mag L11i11ge is also an Irish place-name 

(as noted above).1° Both the saint's name and the place-name are, in fact. some­

what doubtful: Brig{it) Maige C/11111gu or fa1i11ge;J1 Brfg Maige Chrmgu, LL 368 g 

53 Y I would not, however, reject the identification out of hand. Brigit J1aigi 
L11i11ge is an attested reading:JJ as we have seen, Mag L11i11ge in Tiree was prob­

ably known to Irish annalists (at least for the pre-Viking period and presumably 

via Iona) and Tiree was known to Irish hagiographers, whether from Adomnan 

(directly or indirectly) or independently. It is possible, therefore, that the exis­

tence (if no more) of this church of Kilbride - Cill Blzrighde - was knmYn in 

Ireland, as part of the ecclesiastical topography of the island generally. or of that 

associated with the monastery of Cn111pus L1111ge specilically (Cornaigmore and 

Cornaigbeg lie on the north side of the island, a short distance south-\\-est of 

Hi11bn was his uncle ( VC I.45). 19 VC 1.21 , II.2+, III. 5, 17. I . 20 l lr.i . &1i1/rini 9 (ed. 

Heist, Vitae), p. 381, my translation. 21 Comb11stio i\faige L1111.l?e - AU 673.1: imilarly AT 
202; also AFM 671, where O'Donovan notes that this is Campus Ulll\!<' in cocland:' !loyle 
longe was burnt' -AC 669. 22 Co11all J\Ia ighe L11i11gi -AU 775.1; Co1ull ,;bb .'1Jighe Uliwe 
- AFM 770. 23 Hogan, 011011u1stico11 , p. 5-5· 24 Anderson. Eml}' s•ums. i. pp l : -3 . 
25 Ibid ., pp 247-8. 26 Though cf. R eeves, 'Ti ree ·. p. 313. 27 R ee' . "Tiree", p. 313. 
28 Watson, Celtic plnce- 1ia111es, p. 92. 29 R eeves .Ktu:tlly :t ert:s the identification much 
more confidently in The Life of t Colr1111bu (1857) . p. ·9 11. 'f. 30 "h.upe .. -1t/,>11111.i11. p. 303 
n . 182. 31 6 Ri:ii11 , Corp11s. p. 154: 70S. r3. 32 Ed. · ulfo~m. Tirt' & k c>f Leitl~ter. \;. p. 
1673. 33 That of R:iwl. B 502, 94 d 45 . . ice rding t\.1 \'Cits n. Cdtir pl.itr-ll.1111 .5. p. 9:. 
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Balephetrish Bay. My argument partly depends, of course, on the assumption 

that this area formed p:irt of Ca111p11s L1111,~c - 1Hag L11i11ge as the district within 

which Columba's mon:i tery also lay). 

Artc/1/ii11 

As was noted at the outset, in VC HI.8, Adomnan refers to Jmtrr1111 111011asteria 

and cerera ei11sdelll i11s11/ae 111011asteria, in addition to Ca111p11s L1111ge. In I. 36, he 

names one of them - Artchni11, 'Fair Height', founded by the priest Findchan. 

Findchan brings to his monastery a sanguinary man and unworthy pilgrim and 

subsequently has him irregularly ordained priest, 'a bishop being summoned 

for the purpose ' (accito episcopo: this hesitant and probably reluctant individual is 

not necessarily, l think, a monk of Findchan's in episcopal orders)H and 

Findchan himself effectively participating in the ordination. As a consequence, 

and in accordance with the inclignant Columba's pronouncement, given when 

this transacrion is made known to him, Findchan's participating right hand 

decays and is buried in the island of 0111111ou (unidentified: near Tiree?), though 

he himself lives for many years more; while Aid, the unworthy pilgrim and false 

priest, returns to his former life to meet the violent end that Adomnan reaards b 

as his due. 

There is no unambiguous indication, to my mind, that Artchnin was a 

Columban monastery;Js nor is it clear whether or not it survived until 

Adomnan's day. Findchan is called by Adomnan 'soldier of Christ' (Christi 

111i/es) : nevertheless he does not emerge well from this episode. If, therefore, he 

enjoyed some cult as a saint and is, in fact, commemorated in Kilfinichen (Ci// 

Flz ion11chai11) in Mull,36 he scarcely derived his reputation for sanctity from 

Adomnan 's narrative alone. If he is the saint of Kilfinichen, this suggests to me 

a separate traclition stemming originally from a church that was not only inde-

34 Paa Reeves, Life of St Co/11111ba (1857), p. 69, n. 'n'. and 'Tiree', p. 304; cf. Sharpe, Ado11111n11, 
p. 298, n . 158. 35 Again, pace R eeves (Life of St Co/11111ba, 1857, p. 69 n. 'n'; 'Tiree', p. 304): 

Adomnin's distinction , in VC 111.8, between Ca111p11s L1111gc and the cetera 111011asteria ofTiree 
implies that it was not. The fac t that Columba pronounces a se11te11tia on Findchan and Aid 
cannot, I think, be taken to imply that he had formal authority over them. In two other cases 
in VC known to me (there may be others) , where Columba pronounces a se11te11tia on 

wrongdoers - lf. 20 (the inhospi table Vigcnus, 13 text only) and ll.25 (a girl's murderer) - his 
author1ry is moral (and, as in f. 36, propheti c), but not formal. On the other hand, if Artchni11 
is not a Columban church, it i~ the onl y non-Columban foundation in Scotland named 

explicitly by Adomnan . 36 As suggested by R eeves, Life of St Co/11111/Ja (1 857) , p. 66, n. ' c '; 
Watson, Celtic place-11a111es, p. 304; RCAHMS, Ar~yl/ J , no. 296; see also Sharpe, Ado11111li11. p. 
296, n. 156. 
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pendent oflona, but which, as such, perhaps also had strained relations (perma­

nently or periodically) with Campus Lunge: th ese strained relations being 

reflected in Adomnan's rather negative portrayal of Findchan. It would suggest, 

too, that Artcl1ain (or possibly a dependency or dependencies, in Tiree or else­

where) survived long enough to disseminate, to some extent at least, the cult of 

its founder and patron. It is, therefore, worth noting the foll owing calendar 

entries, though they are by no means conclusive in the present context: 

Fi11dchadan 1ia hArda, 23 Feb. (Martyrology of Tallaglzt, similarly Corman and 

Donegal); Fi11t<111 Airde Cai11, 8 Sept. (Martyrology oJTallaght, similarly Corman and 

Donegal) .37 

There is nothing in Adomnan's narrative to indicate the possible location 

within Tiree of Artch!ii11, save the very little that may be inferred (and that in 
only the most general terms) from the generic element of the place-name. 

The foundation of monasteries or at least their sojourn in Tiree is attributed 

by their later lives to Cainnech of Aghaboe, Brendan of Clonfert and Comgall 

of Bangor. All of these saints are associated by Adomnan with Columba: in VC 
III.17, especially, they are three (out of four) ofColumba's clistinguished visitors 

in Hi11ba. 

Kilke1meth 

The Latin Life of Cainnech (21) in the Dublin MS,3· and that in the 

Salmanticensis collection (26),39 have a layman, Tulchan, going from Ireland co 

St Columba in Iona to become a monk, taking with him his young son, 

Mumm. Later, Baithene, urging that Tulchan loves his son more than he loves 

God, advises Columba to order his father to throw Munnu from a high rock 

into the sea. Cainnech, divinely apprised of this transaction \vhile vopging. or 

about to voyage, from Scotland to Ireland, goes out of his way to rescue the boy 

from the waves; and, arriving in Iona, angrily upbraids Colurnba for hi cruelty. 

The episode is clearly modelled closely on the account given by John Cassian 

of Abba Patermutus and his young son.4° To test the sincerity of the fu ther·s 

n1onastic vocation (after their joint reception), the two of them are -eparated 

and the sm.all boy is deliberately neglected and even maltreated. Finally. 

Patermutus is ordered to thrO\•v his son into the river. \Yhi -h he doe . Monks 

37 Two other entries for Sept. 8 may pos ibly indicate Picti. h :u -iJti ns: mric wfam(~ 

(J\t/artyrolo,<?y ef Talla,(!l1t: 111eic T/wlairc(c), .'1ctrt)'mlos>' 1f G<>mr.111 •. H11rrrn•f,-.gy cf 0..111eg.11) . "the 
sons oITabrag, Talarc '; and Fcrg11s c111r/111cc/1 Plartyrv/1~([)' tfTi1ll.t~l1 r. simibrl.y G1>mt.r11. CA>11 ~·,11) . 
'Fergus the Pic t(?)'. 38 Ed. Plummer, I "itc1t'. i. pp t;i9-{>0. 39 Ed. Heist. I "iwe. p. i .? 
40 Cassian, ltisfit11rcs lV.27, 28 (ed. R.unscy) pp 91-3; (ed. ~uy) . pp l:i -6:. 
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have, however, been stationed beforehand on the riverbank, to make sure that 

his obedience does not end in tragedy - a precaution that Columba and 

Baithene have neglected to take at Iona. Cassian draws explicit attention to the 

parallel bet\veen Patermutus' deed and that of Abraham (with Isaac, Gen 2 2 : r-

18). The Irish lives, on the other h:md, have largely lost sight of the fa ct that the 

test is m eant t0 be ultimately constructive in the monastic context (the 

methods adopted are certainly repugnant to modern western sensibilities: 

Cassian's story, at least, is no doubt starkly dramatized in order to reinforce its 

essentially exemplary character) . 
The Salmanticensis version of the Tulchan episode gives a detail of some 

significance in the present context, namely that Cainnech had been living in 

Tiree: 'dwelling in the district of Tiree and hastening to sail to Ireland' (in 

regio11e Hetlz lzabita11s atq11e ad Hybemia111 11avigare propem11s). In view of the fact 

that the Salmanticensis Life of Cainnech is one of Richard Sharpe 's 

'O'Donohue group' of Irish saints ' lives, for which he proposes an eighth­

cenrury origin,4 1 the implications of this piece of information for the earlier 

history of the church of Kilkenneth - Cill Chai1wich (Choi1111iclt) - in Tiree 

could be considerable. Excavation of the site might cast further light on its 

origins and early development. 

Bledac/1, Bledua, Bleit (St Brendan) 

The Oxford Vita Pri111a S. Bre11da11i has St Brendan of Clonfert visit Britain 

twice. In chapter 86, he founds a church (ecclesia) in the island of A11erecl1 (or 

A ilec/1); in chapter 87, he sets out again for Britain and founds a church there 

'called Bledach , in the district that is named Heth' - fi111dauit ibi ecclesia111, 110111i11e 
Bledach [Beldac/1 , one MS] in regio11e wi 110111e11 Hetlt .42 In the Salmanticensis Vitn 
Altera S. Brenda11i (15), Brendan apparently founds both churches on the same 

visit: ' he founded two monasteries, one in the island of Ailech , the other in 

Tiree, in the place called Bledua' (d110 monasteria, 1111um in inrnla Aileclt, alter11111 i11 
terra Etlzica, in loco 11omine Bled11a,ji111d@it) .43 The Irish Life of Brendan (57) , has 

yet another variation on the tradition: 'Brendan afterwards went into the land 

of the Britons again and built a monastery named Bleit in the district of Letha ' 

(Luidlz iarsin Brenainn hi ccrich Bretan doridhisi, 7 cu111daigter lais i11 cliathair di@id 
ainm Bleit i a rich Letha). 44 The vision Brendan has here is basically the same as 

he has at Bledach in the O xford Vita Pri111a (87). Plummer, however, equates 

Letha wi th Armorica or Brittany.45 

41 Sharpe, Saints' lives, pp 2~n-339. 42 Ed. Plummer, Vitae, i, p. 143. 43 Ed. Heist, Vitne, 
p. 330. 44 Ed. Plummer, Betlrada, i , pp 86-7 (text}, ii , p. 84 (translation) . 45 Plummer, 
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Clearly, there are problems with this tradition of Brendan, not leas t with 

regard to the place- nam es. Given th e (eventual) literary reputation of St 

Brendan the N avigator, furth ermore, the fact that the most readily comprehen­

sible (to me at least) place-name variant - Bledaclt - may mean 'abounding in 

monsters, beasts, whales' (OIL, bledech; bled, 'whale, sea-monster. Used also of 

various wild or fabulous animals') ,46 arouses some suspicion . One wonders, 

indeed, whether the variant Bledua might not be modelled on Latin belua, 'beast 

distinguished for size or ferocity, a monster (as an elephant, lion, wild boar, 

whale etc.), brute' (Lewis and Short, Dictionary, s.v.) - perhaps influenced by 

the episode in VC (I. 19) and Adomnan's use of bilua there (see above) . (Marina) 

belua is in fact used twice in the Oxford Vita Prima S. Brendani (86), as an alter­

native to bes ti a, in the context of the fight bet\veen two sea-beasts witnessed by 

Brendan while h e is in Auerec/1-Ailech;47 (and see further below) .4B With A ilech, 

on the other hand, we seem to be on much firmer historical ground. It is most 

probably, as Watson argued cogently,49 na h-Eileacha Naomha in the 

Garvelloch Islands, at the southern end of the Firrh of Lorn, where there are 

the remains of an early ecclesiastical settlement. so Between the islands of na h­

Eileacha Naomha-Eileach an Naoimh and Garbh Eileach t0 the north is the 

sm.all island of A'Chuli, earlier Culbrandon, for Cui! Blzrianain11, 'Brendan's 

Retreat' Y If, then, the hagiographical tradition seems to have had access to at 

least this much genuine historical-rnpographical information about one 

Brendanic foundation in the H ebrides, one has to consider the possibility that 

Bledach in Tiree was equally historical at one time. Bledach could have been 

nan1ed as a coastal site where whales were frequently seen and, perhaps o f more 

practical importance, where they were more or less frequently stranded. T his 

did happen in later times . 'Some years ago', says Martin Marrin in his account 

ofTiree, 'about one hundred and si..'Cty little whales, the biggest not exceeding 

twenty fe et long, run themselves ashore in this isle, very seasonably, in time of 

scarcity, for the natives did eat them all, and told me that the sea-pork. that is, 

the whale, is both wholesome and very nourishing meat' Y The seYenteenth­

century people ofTiree were clearly familiar with and appreciated whale-meat. 

'There is no evidence that the early Irish hunted \Yhales. Howe\-er. saanded 

Bctluula , ii, p. 375 : Index of places, tribes and famili es. 46 Cf. Plumm er. I itJe. i. pp x:c\.v-i­

vii n. 5. 47 Ed. Plummer, Vitae, i, p. i43. 48 Bestia :i.nd be/11,1 are both used in the accowit 
of the fight b etween two sea-beasts in the I aviga1io • arrcri Bm1da11i :-lbbaris 16 (ed. elmer) pp 

45-8 - if n ecessary of the same animal. 49 \V::i tson. Celtic placr-11.imcs. pp , i - 2. 50 For 
whi ch see RCAHMS, A rgyll 5, no. 354 - Eileach an Naoimh. 51 T he n:une of the highest 
sum nut on the ccclesi::istical island itself is s:tid to be D1i11 B/irr1111.1i11. relevant :rrchaeolog­

ic al site seems to have been recorded on A' huli. in the lnv·nt ry or more recently: 
consultation with the N:ltio nal Mo m1ments R ecc rd of tland n ~7 June 2000. 

52 Martin, D csmjitio11 (L·d . M:lck od). pp ~94--6. 
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whales were viewed with enthusia m by those who lived near the coast' .sJ 

There is clearly a superfici:ll resemblance, furthermore, between the written 

forms Bled(-ach , -11n) of the Latin lives and Blcit of the Irish Life; and likewise 

between Heth and Letha. ('Perhaps there is some confusion between Tir Etha, 

Tiree, and Tir Letha, Armorica').54 The question, however, whether these 

apparent similarities are merely coincidental, or indicate an ultimately original 

identity in a common (Latin?) source involves possibly complex problems of 

tran mission of text and n-adition that I do not feel qualified to discuss. 

If, however, the historical reality of Brendan's church in Tiree depends 

largely upon a possibly fanciful place-name, its actual existence must, it seems 

to me, be debatable. The further consideration that that place-name may not in 

fact belong originally to Tiree only serves to cast further doubt on a Brendanic 

foundation there. In the Vita Prima (86) and in the Irish Life (56), St Brendan 

witnesses, from a high rock near the sea on Ailec/1, a fight bet\veen two sea­

beascs.ss One beast, being defeated, asks for quarter from the victor in the name 

of St Brigit, and receives it. Brendan thereupon returns to Ireland to ask Brigit 

why she, though absent, was thus invoked; while he, though present, was passed 

over. It seems likely enough that, in the tradition of di11dse11c/111s, this episode was 

created to explain the place-name Bledach, (Bled11n), (Bleit?); or, perhaps m.ore 

plausibly, that the place-name was created to conm1emorate the story - but 

referring in either case to Ailech, not Tiree.56 

St Corngall of Ba11gor and Tiree (? Kilmaluag) 

In the Life of Comgall of Bangor (22),57 Comgall sails to Britain, in the seventh 

year after the foundation of Bangor, to visit certain saints and to stay there for a 

time. 'And he founded a monastery there, in a certain village in the district of 

Heth' - Et co11stituit ibi 111011asteri11111 i11 q11nda111 vi/In i11 rcgione Heth - where he 

remained for a while. During this time, he and his foundation are raided by 

'many heathen robbers of the Picts' - ge11tiles latr1111culi 11111lti de Picto11ib11s - out 

for plunder. Comgall is working alone in a field, with his chrismal over his 

53 Kelly, Farming, pp 284-5 , discussing the significance of the whale for early Irish society 
and economy, mainly on the basis of the early law tracts. 54 Plummer, Vi1ac, i, x:xxvi-vii n. 

5. 55 Plummer, Vi1ae, i, p. 143; Plummer, Bc!liada, i, pp 85-6; ii, 83. 56 In the Oxford 
Vita Prima, 87-8 (ed. Plummer, Vitae, i, p. 143) and in the Irish Life, 57-8 (Plummer, Betltada, 
i, pp 86-7, ii, p. 84), Brendan has an apparencly quite diffcrenc vision at Blcdac/1-Bfci1, which 
induces him to return to Ireland aga in. This vision may be alluded co in the Salmanticcnsis 
Vita A l1era 15 (ed. Heist, p. 330) . 57 Ed. Plummer, Vitae, ii, p. 11; sec :ilso Anderson, Early 

sources, i, pp 50 n. I , 52-4. 
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robe: this is taken by the pirates for his personal god, so in fear they avoid him, 
but carry off everyone and everything else. But Comgall comes to the rescue, 

with ruvine help; and the Pictish invaders are allowed to depart, suitably chas­

tened and justly empty-handed. 'Afterwards, Saint ComgaU was conducted 

back to Ireland by many holy men' (Postea sanctus Comgallus a mu/tis viris sanctis 

red11ct11s est ad Hiberniam). 
It is, once again, difficult to know what to make of this. The foundation of 

the monastery, which is unnamed, forms little more than an incidental, if neces­

sary, prelim.inary to the central motif - the attack by the Pictish pirates and 

their d.iscomfiture - to which it is the background. The last sentence of the 

chapter, moreover, suggests a formal, almost liturgical withdrawal or recession; 

and nothing more is said about the monastery. The mention of Picrish raiders, 

on the other hand, may well strike a note of authenticity. Not only is there 

nothing historically improbable about the likelihood of such raiding in the 

Argyll Hebrides during the sixth century; but it also seems to me doubtful that 

a writer of, say, the later ninth century (or subsequently) would have thought 

first of Picts in this context. For the form of the name, compare, for example, 

Picto11es 7 Brit(t)ones (AU 750.4, AT 251), Picto11es (AT 253 = 752);58 also Pictores 
(AU 669.2, AT 201; AU 676.3 and 728.4) - all from early comexrs. It may be 

pertinent to mention here too the story of the killing of Donnan of Eigg and 

his community in 617.s9 In his own Life (51), though not in the similar passage 

in Adomnan ( VC II.35), Comgall accompanies Columba and Ca.innecb of 

Aghaboe on a visit to the pagan Pictish King Brude:6o Anderson su&,aests a 

possible connection between this episode in the Life of Comgall and that in 
which Adomnan describes the visit to Columba in Hi11ba of Comgall, 

Cainnech and Brendan (VC Ill.17).61 In any case, it seems to provide another 

hagiographical link between Comgall and the Picts (though the "Titer of 

Comgall's Life does not actually call Brude a Pict here).6
.i 

If there is a kernel of historical truth embedded in the c:radition of 

Comgall's visit to Tiree, it seems likely that there was some knowledge ar one 

time of a church there that was dedicated to him, or was in some other way 

believed to be associated with Bangor or one of its dependencie-. Richard 

Sharpe has drawn attention to a reference in Jocelin's T Ira . Pmricii (9 ~) .in the 

context of a short account of St Comgall and the mona' tery of Bangor. to one 

ex filiis Be11chore11sis ce11obii L11a1111s 110111i11c ce1H11111 111011<1.srcn·on1111 so/11_,_ fi 111datl r- 'of 

the sons of the monastery of Bangor, Lua nus b. name. the founder :tlone of a 

58 Anderson, Early sources. i, 240-1. 59 AU - for which see m t • nwni ntly Anderson. 
Early so11rccs, i, pp 142- 5. 60 Plummer. 1 ·i111e. ii. p. 18. 61 nders n :md Anderson. 
Ado11111n11's Li}(', p. 207, n. 62 ee further Anders n and Anders n .• -ld•11111.l11's Lf.fr (1961). 
pp 22- 3. 
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hundred monasteries' (my translation) - which he thinks 'suggests an account 

of St Moluag founder of Lismore in the Firth of Lorn'. 63 Jocelin seems to have 

derived this reference from St Bernard's Life of St Mabchy. 64 There is no other 

evidence, to my knowledge, that Bangor and Lismore had any kind of formal 

relationship as mother and daughter. But it appears from this that a tradition 

existed according to which Bangor claimed such a relationship at one time, 

whether or not it was ever recognized by Lismore. Certainly, Comgall (d. AU 

602.1) and Moluag (d. AU 592.1) belonged to the same kindred - the Dal 

n.Araide of north-east Ulster.65 One of the medieval church sites of Tiree was 

Kilmaluag (see further below) - Cill lvlo-L11fiig, 'Moluag's church'. If this were 

an early church - and the place-name could certainly be early - then knowl­

edge of its existence, if only by hearsay, might have led the hagiographical 

tradition of Bangor to attribute its original foundation to St Com gall, against a 

background in which Bangor claimed at least nominal suzerainty over Lismore 

and its dependent churches. The earliest documentary evidence for this church, 

however, appears to be mid-seventeenth century.66 

The physical background 

As sites on the ground, Ca11lp11s L1111ge1 Artchlzin and (if historical and in Tiree) 

Bledaclz remain unidentified. There are, however, a large number of church, 

chapel or burial-ground sites in Tiree, all of which are presumably at least of 

63 Sharpe, Sai111s' lives, p. 33 , n. r22; full text in Colgan, Trias Tlza11111at11rga, p. 88. 64 Lows 
(i. e. Bangor) vere sa11ct11s f eo111d11sq11e sm1ctoru111, copiosissi111e fructiflcmrs Deo, ita 11t 111111s ex jiliis 
sa1utae illi11s co11gregatio11is, 110111i11e L11a1111s, ce11111111 so/11s 111011asteriorr1111 Jrmdator exstitisse Jcmtur ... 
De11iq 11e ita Hibemiam Scotia111q11e replevenmt ge11i111i11a ei11s ... , St Bernard's Life of St Malachy 

VI.12 (text ed. Jean Leclercq in Obras Comp/etas de Sa11 Bernardo, ii.2 , p. 340; trans . Lawlor, Life 
of St .\fa /achy, 12(7), and see n. 3 there, where Lawlor also identifies Luanus as probably 
Molua(g) of Lismore in Scotland); and by Meyer (St Malacfty, p. 30, and see p. 133, n. 44, 

where the same identification is made). Cf. also Annals of St Mary's Abbey Dublin, s.a. II39 
(ed. Gilbert Chartularies, ii, p. 259) - again borrowing largely from St Bernard. Dedications to 
St Moluag, doubtless of various ages, are common enough in Scotland: see Watson, Celtic 
place-names, pp 292- 3 (esp.), 194 (51 8) . It seems unlikely, however, that dedications of 
churches or chapels represent the sole basis of the tradition recorded in the Life of Malachy, 
even when due allowance is made for lost instances. 65 6 Riain, Corp11s, pp 16:97 

(Comgall); 20: r2 1 (Molu6c). Another important early Scottish church, Applecross in Wester 

R oss, was fo unded from Bangor; and seems to have maintained a formal relationship with 
the mother-house at least un til 802 , when Macc-oigi of Applccross died as abbot of Bangor. 

See most conveniently Anderson, Early so11rccs, i, pp 183, 219- 20, 258. St Maclrubai, its 
fou nder, was of the Dal nA raide on his mother's side: in fa ct, she is represented as being sister 

of St Com.gall of Bangor - 6 Riain , Corp11s, p. 178: 722. 86. 66 Or~~i11es Parocltialcs Scotiac, 
ed. Innes, ii. 1, p. 330: Kil molowaig. 
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later medieval date; and some of which have produced evidence of early 

medieval occupation, wheth er as churches or burial-grounds or both. The 

RCAHMS (1980) gives ten church and/or burial-ground sites. R eeves (1874) 

mentions two additional sites , both anonymous; and a place-name, 'Kilwillin', 

but without further information. Beveridge (1903) adds a further two chapel 

sites near Scarinish; and suggests an unconvincing third in the vicinity of 

BaJaphui1 (for all these, see below). The ten sites of the RCAHMS include 

those of the two medieval parish churches, at Soroby and K.irkapoll. To begin a 

search for the 'lost' churches, therefore, there is a fairly generous choice of 

candidates to question. 
On surface indications alone, on the other hand, two sites only seem to 

show characteristics which might be interpreted as reflecting, probably or 

possibly, early medieval communal (or perhaps strictly monastic) status. St 

Patrick's, Ceann a'Mhara, with its chapel, enclosure, probable hut-platforms 

and possible burial structure to the east of the chapel, may be the remains of the 

settlement of a small ascetic and perhaps individualist community.67 Kirkapoll 

has one of the two medieval parish churches, dedicated to St Columba, within 

a small enclosed burial-ground; a chapel about 77m to north occupying an 

unenclosed site on the summit of a rocky knoll; and a larger walled cemetery -

Cladh Odhrain or Cladh M6r (cladh: 'burial-ground') - about 44ffi to south-east 

of the church, in which the foundations of a building are said ro have been 

revealed at about the turn of the twentieth century.68 Though both surviving 

buildings are possibly of the second half of the fourteenth century and the 

enclosure walls of the burial-grounds are of comparatively recent origin; and 

though the history and dedication of the chapel (which stands directly on the 

natural rock surface) are unknown - nevertheless we have here rwo, possibly 

three churches and two cemeteries. Both St Patrick's and Kirkapoll, further­

more, have produced early crosses (below). 

Of the other sites, there are no visible remains of Cill F/1i1111ei11. 

Balephetrish;69 of the chapel and burial-ground at Crois a' C/iaolais.-o though 

nearby are the place-names An A1111aid,11 and Paire a'Chlaidli; of Cladli Beag. 

Hynish,7'.? though three cross-slabs probably came from here (below): of the 

chapel and burial-ground of Kilbride, Cornaig M6r;-3 or of the chapel and 

burial-ground of Kilmoluag,74 which was probably near the farm of Crois. 'The 

stones of the old chapel were employed to build rhe wall- of cabins. and the 

67 RCAHMS, A1gyll 3, no. 325 and fig. 195. 68 Ibid .. n 310 . 69 Ibid .. no. 1:9. 70 Ibid .. 
no. 264. 71 For which term see Watson, Celtic pl.1cc-1111111es. pp ~:o-.i . 72 R CAHM . 
Ar.gyll J, no. 276. 73 Ibid .. no. 278 and see ,\bO\-e: the \\"Jll f the · h:ip l were remO\-ed to 
he lp in building some adjac~nt cabins - R eeve . 'Tiree '. p. 313 . 74 R HM ~ . . -!1gyll 3. no. 
304: see above. 
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space where the cemetery is shown to Juve been is now in tillage' JS At 

Kenovay, Kilfinnian is probably represented by an irregular pentagonal enclo­

sure, within which are the remains of a small, oblong and orientated building. 

'Here till-born children have been occasionally buried' .76 At Kilkenneth are 

the fairly well-preserved ruins of a small chapel, possibly of later medieval date, 

as:ociated with traces of an enclosure.77 There is a cross-slab from here 

(below) .7 At Soroby stood the ocher medieval parish church.n Nothing is now 

visible of chis church, which \:-.ias also dedicated to St Columba and the last 

traces of which are said to have disappeared some time before r 852, inside the 

now walled burial-ground. There are, however, t\vo early crosses from the site 

(below). It has been suggested that Soroby is Ca111p11s L1111ge, though on no very 

compelling grounds.so 

In addition, Reeves noticed a chapel and burial-ground site, anonymous, at 

'Knock-a-chlaodh' (presumably for Ct10c a'Chlairlh) on the farm of Barrapoll; 

and a chapel site at 'Templefield', likewise anonymous, on the farm of Helipoll, 

near Crossapoll. 81 Beveridge adds to Reeves' list: r) A chapel site - Caibeal 
Th o111ais - \vlth its burial-ground, on the north-west outskirts of Scarinish: the 

ruins of which had been used for modern building. 2) A field in the manse 

glebe, about half a mile north of Scarinish, was then still known as Tir 

a'Chaibeil: 'about its centre are the foundations of the east and west walls of 

some building, which appears to have measured about fifty by eighteen feet, 

perhaps including an annexe'.s: Beveridge's suggested third addition to Reeves, 

75 Reeves, "Tiree', p. 315. 76 Ibid. , p. 314. RCAHMS, A1gyll 3, no. 290 and fig. 171. 77 
RCAHMS, Argyll], no. 298 and fig. 17s: see above. 78 ' Lord Archibald Campbell 

mentioned, as now in the possession of his family, a small bronze bell of only about two 

inches diameter, w hich was found some years ago at Kilkenneth' - Beveridge, Coll and Tiree, 
p. 152 n. 2. This bell does not appear to be noticed by Anderson, Scotla11d; or by the 

RCAHMS, Argyll 3; or by Bourke, 'Hand-bells'. Its date, of course, is unknown. 79 
RCA HMS, Argy/13, no. 327. So For example Reeves, Life of St Co/11111ba ( 1857), p. 59 n. 'f; 
'Tiree', pp 310-13; RCAHMS, Argyll 3, p. 167 and n. 4. Cf. Sharpe, Ado11111a11, 303, n. 182 . 

Reeves' chief reasons for identifying Ca111p11s L1111xe with Soroby seem to b e : 1. That 

Adornnan's 'porrus Campi Lunge', mentioned as lying opposite to Iona ( VC II. r 5) is 'prob­

ably the little creek called Port-11a-L1111g, which is close to the old burying-ground of Soroby 

on the sou th-east side of the island ' ('nie Life, p. 59, n. 'f), 'lying over against Iona' (Reeves, 

'Tiree', p. 311); 2. That the parsonage ofSoroby 'pertained to the Abbot of Ecolmkill' fat the 

Reformation), thus continuing the old relationship of Campus L1111}!e with th e abbacy of 

Iona ('Tiree', pp 310-11). Reeves assumed that the harbour and monastery of Ca111p11s L1111ge 
were contiguous ('Tiree', p. 303). With reference to Bri,rtit MniJ!i L11i11xe. furthermore, h e 
opined that, if thjs were indeed Kilbride on Cornaig M6r, ' then Magh Lung must be under­

stood to comprehend the western half o f the island, about eq uivalent to the parish of 

Soro by' ('Tiree', p. 313). Reeves ('Tiree', p. 304 and n. 7, p. 310) says of Soro by 'all traces of its 
ancient church have of late disappeared': hi~ visit to Tiree, w ith W.f Skcn<.:, was made in th e 

summer of 1852. 81 R eeves, 'Tiree', pp 315-16. 82 Uevcridgc, Coll <11ul Tiree, pp 156-7. 
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a site on Cnoc Grianal on Ben Hynish, half a mile east of Balaphuil, seems to 

me too vague and uncertain to be included here. 

There were also one or more wells call ed Tobar an D6mhnaich at 

Balemeanoch. 8J 'The water of the well called Toubir in Donich is by the 

natives drunk as a catholicon for diseases', says Martin.8
4 It is likely that this is 

also the spring referred to by the writer in Macfarlane as 'remarkable to be 

gouid for persons in consumtions and that hes weak stoamocks' .8s There does 

not, however, seem to be any associated church site. 

Five of the ten sites listed by the RCAHMS have or had certain or probable 

early medieval crosses. There are or were linear crosses at Cladh Beag, H ynish, at 

Kirkapoll and at Soroby: these have been dated to probably the late sixth to 

ninth centuries. The sunken crosses from Cladh Beag, Hynish, from St Patrick's, 

Ceann a' Mhara and from Kilkenneth86 may belong towards the end of the 

same period. Sunken crosses also occur at Iona.87 The large cruciform slab at 

Soroby n1ay be as late as the eleventh century.88 According to this dating, there­

fore, most of these crosses would appear to reflect some kind(s) of Christian 

activity at the sites in question during broadly the same period as that high­
lighted by the documentary sources, historical and traditional. 89 

The dedication evidence in relation to native saints may be briefly summa­

rized: Columba (twice - Kirkapoll and Soroby), Patrick (Ceann a'Mhara), 

Brigid (Kilbride), Finnen (twice - Balephetrish and Kenovay), Cainnech 

(Kilkenneth), Moluag (Kilmoluag), Odhran (Kirkapoll: cf. Reilig Odhriin. 

Iona),9° ?Faelan-Faolan (' ... the ecclesiastical or historical features of the island 

retained the older names of ... Kilwillin ... ').91 The actual historical \-a.lue of 

such evidence is, of course, largely unquantifiable in the present state of knmd­

edge. 

Co11c/11sio11 

Comgall of Bangor, Cainnech of Aghaboe and Brendan ofClonfert are three of 

the 'four holy founders of monasteries' - ii ii ... 11101wsten·om111 sa11rri_fi111darores -

83 RCAHMS, Argyll J, no. 328. 84 Martin, Descn·p1io11 (ed. M:ideod). pp 294-6. 
85 Macfa rlane, Ccogmpliirnl collcaio11s (ed. Mitchell), ii, pp 21 r-1 . 86 RCA.HM . . -li:;~·ll 3 
(sec no. 298 and fig. r76). 87 RCAHMS . .AtJ?)'ll 4. p. 16 :ind n . 6 (no. h-21 and .g). 
88 RCA HMS, A1gyll 3, p. i 68, no. 2. For gene1~ discu. io n. see R Hl\1 . . -l,grll ; . p. 29. 
89 A cross-marked stone, found in no significant contex:t :it aobs. c:ime to the attention of 

the Royal Conunission's staff in 1998. Not closely d:nabk. its dis- ' ry d : n<.Jt affect mate­

rially what has b een said here on the basi of the Inventory. l IDl grateful to Ian Fisher. then 

RCAI-IMS, for this information: pers. conun .. 28 June :::.ooo. 90 R Hl\1 . _-{®'I/ 4. no. 
12. 91 R eeves , 'Tiree ', p. 310. 
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who foregather with Columba in the isl:rnd of Hi11ba in VC lll. 17.92 The 

Columban presence in Tiree is sufficiently vouched for by VC and probably 

corroborated to some extent by the annals. We have seen that there are some 

grounds for accepting that the traditional associations of Cainnech and 

Comgall witl1 tl1e island may have originally historical bases. Where Brendan is 

concerned, however, while a genuine association at some level with Ailec/1 need 

not be doubted, his association with Tiree seems questionable. In his case, it 

could be that VC III. 17 has influenced the attribution of a church here to him 

(by 'cloning' Ailech?), at some point in the evolution of written traditions about 

him, in order to put him on an equal footing in this respect with Comgall and 

Cainnech. 

The nature of the relationship between small Hebridean churches such as 

those discussed here and the major centres of saints' cultus where particular 

written traditions presumably evolved (usually in Ireland) is another matter. 

The early relationship between Ca111p11s L1111ge and Iona is reasonably clear from 

VC. I have suggested that Comgall's claim to a foundation in Tiree may have 

been made for him in tl1e broader context of a claim by Bangor at some time 

to general superiority (acknowledged or not) over Scottish Lismore and its 

dependent churches.93 The existence of a possibly early dedication to Cainnech 

in Tiree, implying probably the presence of relics of some kind there, together 

with the reference to Cainnech in Tiree himself in the Salmanticensis Life of 

92 The presence of the fourth, Cormac Ua Liathain, seems problematic. Elsewhere in VC 
he is Adomnin's voyager saint par excelle11ce (I.6, II.42) . Apart from the bare mention of him, 

he really plays no active part here; and Brendan recounts his vision only to Comgail and 
Cainnech. Cormac does not seem otherwise to be associated explicitly with the foundation 

of a monastery: Anderson and Anderson, Ado111111i11's Life, p. 29 n. 30; Sharpe, Ado1111ui11, pp 
341-2, n. 323, 368, n. 386 (where Sharpe suggests, with reference to Cormac, that some 
element in the tale told in VC III.17 may have been lost}. Nevertheless, Cormac is clearly a 

figure of traditional importance, within the Columban community if not more widely - cf. 
A1artyrology ofTallag/11, Fe/ire Oeng11sso (and nn}, Martyrology of Cor111a11, Martyrology of Do11cgal, 
under 21 June - co the extent that his genealogy was preserved and transmitted: see 6 Riain, 

Corpus, p. 38: 227. Is it possible that Adomnfo introduces him here basically to bring him 
into direct coma.ct with St Brendan? 93 Documentation for early medieval Lismore is 
spane. Its traditional founder, Lugaid (hypocorisric form Mo-Lu6c, Moluag), died AU 592.1. 

It seems to disappear from the Irish annals in 635 (AU 635.7. Irish Lismore was traditionally 
founded in 636: Gwynn and Hadcock, R.eligio11s houses, p. 91). There appears, notwith­
standing, co have been a (possibly hereditary and probably lay) abbot in the first half of the 
twelfth century; the church became, probably from the outset, the cathedral of the new 
diocese of Argyll, 1183-9; and a thirteenth-century(?) source gives celi de (culdees) under the 

bishopric of Argyll (Anderson Early sources, i, pp 159"-60, ii, pp 697-'/00; Cowan and Easson, 
Religious ho11m, pp 210-11; MacDonald, 'Lios', pp 52-3). ft was known, furthermore, to the 
compiler of Fe/ire 6engusso, in the ninth century, that St MoLu6c was of Lismore in ScotJand 
(ed. Stokes, p. 142 = 25 June). 

Ado11111!m's Vita Columbae and the early churches ofTiree 235 

him, indicate in all likelihood a similar claim of superiority on the part of one 

of Cainnech's larger churches in f reland, though not necessarily one as far 

south as Aghaboe (Co. Laois).94 

Adomnan's VC is the only contemporary witness we have to a plurality of 

churches in Tiree in the sixth to seventh centuries. Later tradition, especially as 

preserved in the relevant saints' lives, may add a few names by way of detail to 

his at least partially anonymous framework. J t may be, too, that VC III. 17 was 

the primary inspiration for the attribution of a church in the island to St 

Brendan of Clonfert. It would be unwise, however, to infer from such consider­

ations that VC must underlie all later written tradition. Adomnan is sparing of 

detail, which has to be supplied, with due qualification, from elsewhere. Rather, 

both VC and the later written sources probably reflect aspects of the same 

underlying tradition, which stems in turn from the existence, in Tiree, of 

course, but also in the Argyll Hebrides generally and doubtless more widely 

still, of churches of varying size and importance, claiming affiliation or claimed 

as owing more or less direct allegiance to the ecclesiastical confederations that 

had evolved variously from the acknowledged principal foundations of certain 

traditional sixth- (and seventh-) century saints. VC, at any rate, indicates that, at 

least as regards Tiree, a concrete historical situation formed the actual physical 

background of an early stage in the development of that tradition; and that 

elements, possibly all, of that tradition existed essentially by Adomnan's day. 

Appendix: Hith etc. 

In the Life of St Cainnech published by Plummer (21), a layman named 

Tulchan goes from Ireland to St Columba in i11s11/a Hithe to become a monk; 

and the 111011asteri11111 Hitlz(e) is mentioned there and in chapter 22.9> Similarly, in 

the Life of St I te (24), one Columbanus (Colman) goes to St Columba in insula 

Ytlz, where he receives episcopal orders.96 Again, in the Life of Sr lunnu (7), 

that saint goes nd i11s11/n111 Hyth to become a monk wi.th Columba.9"" Ree\-es· 

94 Cainnech's family actually belonged to the Ciannachta, who e name .un;, in the 

barony of Keenaght in Co. Derry: Sharpe, Ado11111a11. p. 262 n. 6 : for his ~nealogy. ·ee 6 
Riain, Corp11s, p. 20: r23 .1. At a later date, co11111rba Cai1111iel1 i Cia11(11),: Ju - • uc-essor of 

Cainnech in Cian(n)acht' - occurs in AU 1056. 1 and 1090. i. The arbi:tl church was iden­
tified by Reeves: Do11111, Co1111or a11d Dro111orc, p. 37+. n. ·q' .md O'D n \"all ( FM . .s.a.1. 1056. 
n. 'l', 1090, n. 'n'; i206, nn. 'c ', 'd') as Orumachose r Term nke1tny in the barony of 

Keenaght, Co. Derry. See also Gwynn and Hadcock. Rel(~ us /1 uses. p. J+. n the '' t coast 
of Scotland, besides Tiree, there were churches dedicated t ~tmech in lull. Kimyre. Coll 
and S. Uist: Watson. Celtic placc-1111111cs, p. :::76. 95 Ed. Plummer. r ·;we. i. pp 159. 160. 

96 Ibid., Vitae, ii, p. 124. 97 Ibid .. pp 22 -9· 
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erymology of the name Tiree must have led him to assume that Hith etc. were 

all variants of Hetfi.9S In the other versions of these lives, however, as Plumn1er 

noted, the name is that of Iona. Thus Hitltc of the Life of Cainnech (11, 22) is 

otherwi e le and l; in the Life of lte (14), ad i11s11/a111 Ytlt is otherwise arl Ya111 

i11s11la111; and in the Life of Munnu (7 - which is, in any case, basically an abbre­

viated version of VC I.2) , Hytlt is otherwise le, Hii or I. The -th, then, has 

apparently to be explained with reference to Iona rather than Tiree - whatever 

the explanation may be. But the problem is a minor one: these 'Hith episodes' 

contribute nothing of value concerning Iona (or Tiree). 

98 Reeves, Life of St Cohtmba (1857), p. 48, n. 'b'; (1874), pp 255, 305-6. 


