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Ruthwell and Iona: The meeting of Saints Paul and Anthony revisited

by Eamonn 6 Carraedin

In scenes wh'.ch represent the meeting of the Egyptian monks, Saint Paul ofThebes and Saint Anthony the
Abbot, early 111s_ular sculp~o_rs ~ound a variety of visual equivalents for Sr Jerome's literary symbol of harmony
between the solitary ererrutrc life (personified in Sr Paul), and coenobitic communities (personified in Abbot
Anrho~y)_- Jerome narrates that, when it was revealed ro Sr Anthony that a greater monk than he lived as
a her':1Jt 1n the desert; he set off to find him. As he drew near his goal, the desert rook on the harmony of
Paradise: even beasts and monsters helped him on his way. He finally meets Sr Paul, the first hermit:

[ ... ] While they were talking they noticed a raven land on the branch ofa me: it then flew down
?encly and placed a whole loaf of bread in front of them as they watched in amazement. When
it had Hown away Paul said, 'Look, the Lord who is truly loving and truly merciful has sent us
our supper. For th~ last six~ years I have always received half a loaf [cf. I IGngs 17:4-6], bur in
honour of your amval Christ has doubled his soldiers' rations.'

When they ha~ given thanks to the Lord, they both sat down at the edge of a spring as clear as
glass. Her~ a dispute arose as to which of chem should break the bread and they continued to
argue until the day had almost turned to evening. Paul arzued that it was the custom for the
guest to do so, while Antony countered with the rights of:ge. At last it was decided chat they
shoul? hold_ the _bread ac each end, and then if each one pulled towards himself, he would keep
the 61r left 111 his hands. Then they bent over the spring and drank a little of the water, and
offering to God a sacrifice of praise, they passed the nighr in prayer.'

~he joint act of breaking the loaf resolves a courteous debate: Paul the hermit had insisted on Anthony's
right, as the guest, to break the bread; while Anthony the abbot insisted that Paul, as the senior, should have
that _honou1: instead. Sr Jerome's scene is nor explicitly eucharistic: he describes neither Paul nor Anthony as
ordained priests. The great achievement of insular sculptors was to make the eucharistic dimensions ofjerorne's
episode explicit.

!11 a pape~ i1_1 memory ofTom Delaney, I surveyed insular examples of the scene, with particular reference to
its eucharisric contexts: Ann Hamlin read the paper in draft, made extremely useful suggestions, and secured
good plates ofUlster monuments. i Since then, Peter Harbison's great work on the Irish High Crosses provided
a complementary catalogue and discussion.' In a wide-ranging article, Isabel Henderson placed the Paul and
Anthony panel on the Nigg slab in the context of the whole monument." Kees Veclenturf showed that the
iconography of the insular Paul and Anthony scenes was derived from the fourth-century Roman motif of the
con~ordia apostolorum, in which Sainrs Peter and Paul stand side by side or sic facing each ocher. The circular
chnstogra~1s'. or laurel wreaths. of the Roman scenes has been replaced in insular Paul and Anthony panels by
the eucharisric loaf. Veelenrurfsuggests char 'a formal origin for the Irish Paul and Anthony reliefs can be found
in early images of Srs. Peter and Paul from the centre of the Christian world." If so, early insular sculptors
developed the Roman image of coucordia apostolorum ro provide their own concordin monacborum: between
monasticism's complementary impulses, cowards the solitary life of the hermit and communal life under an
abbot.

Insular sculptors regularly saw chis new concordia as having eucharisric implications. Therefore, one might
expect the new concordia-image to be inspired, in part at lease, by euchariscic practice. In 1943, Fritz Saxl
made_just such_ a suggestion. He referred the earliest surviving Insular representation of Paul and Anthony
bre~ng bread 111 the desert, on the Rurhwell Cross, to Book One, chapter 44 ofAdornnan's Life ofSt Columbn
(published about 700 AD). There, Adornnan recounts that Bishop Cronan, a visitor from Munster,
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concealed his identity our ofhumility, for he did not want people co know he was a bishop. Bue
such a thing could nor be hidden from Sc Columba, for on rhe Lord's day, when he was bidden
by the saint to perform the sacrament of che body ofChrist, he called on the saint rhac as cwo
priests they should rogeeher break rhe Lord's bread [sanctum aduocat, utsimulquasiduo prespiten
dominicumpanemfrangerenrj. As Columba approached che alcar, he suddenly saw inco the man's
face and spoke to him thus:

'Christ's blessing on you, my brother. Break chis bread alone according co rhe rice of a bishop
[Httnc solus episcopali ritufrangepanem]. For now we know char is what you are. Bue to what end
did you cry to conceal your identity until now, so that you have nor had from us rhe reverence
due to you?'

The humble pilgrim was much surprised by the saint's words, and reverenced Christ in him,
while all present were struck with wonder and glorified God.6

Richard Sharpe, in a note co his Penguin rranslation, made an importanr contribution co om understanding
of chis episode:

Warren, Liturgy and ritual, p. 128, on the basis of chis passage erected a rheory that 'a very
singular custom existed in Iona oftwo or more priests being ordinarily unired in rhe Euchariscic
prayer and act of consecration; to consecrate singly being the prerogative of a bishop, or of
individual priests specifically selected and empowered co consecrare on account of their sanctity
or eminence'; [ ... ] I think he is wrong on all counts: normally one priest would celebrate[...]; in
the present story, however, Sc Columba proposes co concelebrare in order co do honour ro the
guest as a fellow priest. When the visitor is perceived to be a bishop, status demands char the
host give place to the guest of superior grade; bur if the bishop were the hose, he would surelv
invite a visiting priest or bishop to join him in the celebration. Thus the unusual custom, which
Warren treats as peculiar to Iona (p. 128) but lacer as 'peculiar to che Celtic rice· {p. l 29) will be
found to have no existence at all.7

Sharpe convincingly demolishedWarren's theory thatAdornnan was referring to a regular Celcic rite ofco-jractio,
performed at every Mass; instead, the Iona tableau in which 'duo prespireri dom.inicum panem fr-angerenc· rook
place only as part of the courteous reception of priest-visitors. Adornnan recounts che remarkable 'exception
which proved the rule' demonstrarinz the Iosic behind the usual courteous tableau. The tableau was clearlv

' 0 0 •

understood as a liturgical re-enactment of Jerome's episode of meeting. Sr Columba. who recognizes Cronan
to be a bishop, refuses co enact the tableau. This demonstrates his absolute fideliry co the tradition ofmonastic
courcesy embodied in Jerome's story. St Columba gracefully won the contest in courresy and humility first
imagined by Jerome, finding an inconcroverrible reason for giving his visitor the honour of breaking bread
alone. St Columba transforms Jerome's tableau, yet affirms his values: ind so the whole Iona community 'were
struck with wonder and glorified God'.

The phrase just quoted proves chat Adornnan intended his episode co be read in counrerpoinr ro Chapters l l
and 12 ofJerome's Vita Sancti Pauli. Adornnan's punch-line, that 'the humble pilgrim was much surprised by
the saint's words, and reverenced Christ in him [Christum in sanrto umemtus esrj. while all present were struck
with wonder and glorified God [glorificamnt deum]' clearly transforms a senren e in Jerome's Vita: 'Ir was as if
[St Anthony] saw Christ in Paul and so he worshipped God in his heart. bur he dare make no further answer
[quasi Cbristum in Paolo videns, et inpectore Deum 11men111s. 11/m1 respondar uihilm1S11S es~:s Ir is important to
note that this sentence is the climax, not of the courteous dispute between Paul and Anthony (chapter 11) bur
of the next chapter, when Paul, preparing fur dearh, asks Anthony to return to his monastery in order to fetch
the runic char Bishop Arhanasius ofAlexandria had gi,·en him (p11/Ji11m quad tibi Atlutnasius episcopus dedit), so
as to wrap Paul's body in it for burial. Paul's insight makes Anthony 'almost see Christ in Paul' and reduces him
to silence; for nor only did Paul have miraculous knowledge of rhe gifr the bishop had made to che abbot, but
he requested to be buried in the bishop's gifr. The reference to the death ofElijah (Il Kings 2) is impossible to
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miss; and when he returned co his monastery to fetch the cloak, Anthony cold his monks 'I have seen Elijah, I
have seen John [the Baptist] in the desert, indeed I have seen Paul in Paradise'.9The first hermit, not the abbot,
is the true recipient of the bishop's tunic. Tunics embody charisma: thus when St Anthony had, with che aid
of cwo lions, buried St Paul in the bishop's tunic, he brought home co his monastery 'the tunic that Paul had
woven for himself[...] and on the feast days ofEaster and Penrecosr he always wore Paul's runic.' 10 Jerome ends
the Vita by saying that he himself 'would far rather choose Paul's tunic, together with his rewards, than the
purple robes of kings, together with their punishments.' 11

By combining, in the episode of Bishop Cronan, references both co chapter 11 and co chapter 12 of Jerome's
Vita Saucti Pauli, Adornnan imagines St Columba as providing his community with an eloquent irnaze of the
dignity of bi_shops. ~ishops were, strictly speaking, rhe only true liturgical celebrants; priests (including priest­
abbots) received their power to celebrate Mass and the sacraments only when consecrated by a bishop. In the
eighth century, Bede wrote of Iona that

chis island, moreover, is accustomed to have an abbot in priest's orders as its head, so that
both rl_1e entire pro~ince and also the bishops themselves are required, by an unusual ordering
of affairs, to be subject to his authority. This is in accordance with the example of Iona's first
teacher, who was not a bishop bur a priest and a monk.12

Thar_ the priesr-abbo_r should give precedence to a bishop was of viral importance precisely at Iona. Columba
pu~!tcly enacted a visual parable to encourage his monks to be as sensitive to the dignity of bishops as he,
their founder, was. 13 Adornnan provided a significant counterpoint to Jerome's episode, to demonstrate char St
Columba gave bishops absolute precedence in liturgical ..-----,,----~ ..""T.:..""'·c:--..=..----=-=,.,.....,.-=-=
marrers. This is why Adornnan intensifies Jerome, and
makes rhe episode public, a matter for the whole Iona
community. In Jerome, Sr Anthony had almost seen
Christ in Sr Paul, and had sile11t91 praised God for Paul's
insight; bur in Adornmin Bishop Cronan 'reverenced
Christ in Saint Columba, while all present were struck
with wonder and glorified God'. By counterpointing
his senrence against Jerome's, Adornnan showed his
appreciation of St Anthony's motto that 'there is a
rime for silence and a rime for speech'. 14 Adornnan
understood the Iona liturgical tableau of welcome to
have been practiced in Sc Columba's own lifetime.
He thus implies rhat Columba himself, the founder,
had used Jerome's episode to create Iona's tableau.
Adornuan now imagines Columba as spontaneously
'deconsrrucring' his own liturgical tableau, in order to

provide his community with an unforzerrable irnaze ofb o
the liturgical precedence char muse be given a bishop.

Although Jerome's life of St Paul was widely read
throughout western Europe, it is only in Ireland,
Picrland and western Bernicia, the area influenced by
the Columban monasticism of Iona, that the meeting
was from the eighth ro the tenth centuries repeatedly
represented on public monuments." Ir is highly
significant that from the earliest surviving exampies, such
as Rurhwell, the scene was regularly placed in euchariscic
contexts. The most likely reason for the distribution of
the early iconography is char in the period only Iona,

Plate 1. The Ruthwell Cross: Concordia
Monacborum ' Saints Paul and Anthony, hermits,
broke bread in the desert'.
Photo Ross Trench-jellicoe.

In the Rurhwell panel (Plate 1) two men, clad in flowing
ecclesiastical robes, breakahrge loafofbread between them.
The long robes. formal gesrures. and standing male figures
indicate that the s ulpror conceived the scene primarily in
lirurgi al term . It i onlv the titulus: not the panel itself.
which cle.irlv refers ro the first Egyptian monks: ·+ SCS :
PAVlV : ET : NT[onius erernirae] FREGER\ I 1T :
PANE I II DE ERT :· (' r Paul and Anthony, hermits,

broke bread in the desert'). Of all the survivina Paul and Anthony panels this is the only one to have a titulus;
but then all the original panels on the Rurhwell Cross were from the beginning provided with tit1~li, including
the vine-scrolls on the narrow sides. The phrase fregerunr p, nern' link. the scene to the breaki_ng_ of bread
(fraetio panis) at Mass." Perhaps the Rurhwell communiry, when :l priest .ame _ro chem as guest, 1~111:':lted the
Iona tableau at a Mass celebrated b)' rhe gucsr. 1•The Rurhwell panel provides evidence of Ruthwells courteous
openness to what Golumban monasticism had ro reach Bernicim monks on Solway Firth. In one important

Plate 2. The Bewcastle Cross, west side.
Photo Corpus ofAnglo-Saxon Stone
Sculpture.

Plate 3. The Ruthwell cross: John the Baptist
pointing to the Agnus Dei.
Photo Ross Trench-Jellicoe.

and monasteries influenced by Iona. imirared Sr Columba
by turning Jerome's srory into a public euchariscic symbol
of monastic hospitality. \\'bile only priests could enact the
tableau lirursicallv, at ~lass. it had implications fur a wholeb ,

community: all should pra rice the frarernal hospitality
symbolized by the ne.
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detail, the Ruchwell panel is closer to the textual and liturgical sources in Jerome and Adornnan than almost all
the later surviving examples. They all, with the exception of the small slab at Kirriemuir, fuse the breaking of
bread with the detail of the raven bringing bread from heaven. As Richard Bailey has pointed out, ac Rurhwell
the absence of the raven is all che more striking, as almost every ocher panel on che second side of the cross
contains an ~nimal or a bird. 18 By not representing the raven, Ruthwell and Kirriemuir concentrate exclusively
on the bre~king of bread, and so_ on the eucharisric recognition of Christ's presence.'? The Ruchwell designer
thus established a close connecnon between the meeting of Paul and Anthony and che panel immediately
above, where 'beasts and dragons recognized in the desert rhe Saviour of the World'.20

The best comparative n~a~erial for the iconographic sequence on chis side of the Ruthwell Cross is the upper
two panels on the surv1v111g shaft of the Bewcasrle Cross (the head of char cross was removed in the early
seventeenth century, perhaps by a storm, but perhaps by antiquarians) (Plate 2).21 There, as at Ruthwell (Plate
3), a representation of 'Sc John the Baptist pointing to the Agnus Dei' occurs directly above 'Christ acclaimed
by the Beas~s'. At Bewcastlc, as at Rurhwell, St John is portrayed in elaborate liturgical garments, including
a broad palliurn. In both panels, he functions 'in cxcelsis', on high, as part of the heavenly liturgy" John the
Baptist was of the tribe ofLevi and rhe son of a high priest, Zachary; but he refused the temple-priesthood and
became a hermit in order to proclaim Christ, the eternal high priest. Bede put the matter very clearly in one
of his sermons:

he preferred being a herald of the new priesthood rather than continuing as a successor and
heir of the old. [...] He elected the long-lasting thirst and hunger of solitude in preference to
the continual solemn sacrifical offerings [in chc temple]. He esteemed the high priestly garment
woven of gold cloth of less value than a garment made of camel's hair, girded with a leather
belt. Why was chis, my brothers? Was it nor that he who, by reason of a more perfect justice,
had received for himself authority to preach, might show, even by che neglect of his ancestral
right to the high priesthood, how certainly he was the herald and precursor of a better hizh
priesrhoodr-' ::,

Because of his renunciation of Old Testament priesthood, John is forever associated with Christ his cousin,
when the Nativity of John the Baptist is celebrated each year at the Summer Christmas, near the Summer
solstice, on 24 [une.:" Both at Bewcastle and at Rurhwell, John still acts as forerunner: in heaven, he still points
to the glorified lamb. John's proclamation of Christ as 'Agnus Oei, qui collie peccarum mundi' (John 1:29; cf.
1 :36), had in rhe Roman liturgy recently been made the basis for a new chant, sung by clerics and people, to
accompany the breaking of bread for communion." Bue it was the breaking of bread for communion which
Iona transformed into a ritual of welcome; and that liturgical tableau is represented in che Ruchwell Paul and
Anthony panel below.

The Rurhwcll designer expanded rhe Bewcasrle sequence of two panels into a sequence of three, adding the
Paul and Anthony panel below. He did so in order to balance rhe new Roman rite for the breaking of bread
(the 'Agnus Dei' chanr) with the Iona eucharisric rite for the reception ofpriest-visitors, a tableau modelled on
the meeting of Paul and Anthony. IfAdomnan was correct in attributing that liturgical tableau ro St Columba
(d. 597 A.D.), it had already been practiced for well over a century when the Ruthwell Cross was erected (ca
730-760 AD). Like John the Baptist, Paul and Anthony were nor priests bur monks. The Ruthwell designer
emphasizes char hermits, who are nor priests, can nevertheless share in the Eucharist. By implication, he is
interested in how all the faithful can recognise Christ in the breaking of bread: just above, even the beasts and
dragons recognise Christ in the desert, as in the recreated desert Paradise, imagined as near Sc Paul's hermitage,
in Jerome's Vita. An important Bedan chem was rhe priesthood of all the faithful: char the Mass was offered
by the whole chrisrian community, not merely by the priest who presided at the liturgy. \Y/e may presume
char ir was of equal importance for Bede's friend and bishop, Acea of Hexharn, and Bede's correspondenent
and informant, Bishop Pehrhelm ofWhichorn: and these two bishops who may well have played a pan in
commissioning, first the Bewcasrlc Cross, and then rhe Ruthwell Cross." The unified sequence of panels on
the second broad side of the Ruthwell Cross is, among other things, a moving and coherent expression of this
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Bedan theme. The sequence sums up the cultural position of Ruchwell: between Rome and Tona, receptive
to what both traditions had ro offer. The Rurhwell Cross, which preserves the earliest surviving visual insular
example of the concordia between Paul and Anthony, provides for that panel a context which emphasizes
concordin, sustained by a shared Eucharist, between diverse Christian traditions: those rradicions inspired by
the concordia apostolorum between Saints Perer and Paul at Rome, and those traditions inspired by St Columba.
Adornnan implies char chat founder-abbot may have been the liturgist who, caking Sr Jerome's Vita Sancti Pauli
as his model, first instituted at Iona a eucharistic tableau ofwelcome which enacted concordia monachorum.
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The Bell of Saint Ninnid of Inishmacsaint, Lough Erne, Co. Fermanagh

by Raghnall O'Floinn

Introduction

Inishrnacsainr is a small island situated on rhe western shore of Lower Lough Erne. It is the sire of an early
foundation Inis Maige Samh dedicated co Sr Ninnid. Ir now contains a relatively plain single-cell church
incorporating elements of a pre-Romanesque building and a tall, plain cross, dared to between the tench and
twelfth centuries. It is a Historic Monument in Stare Care and is typical of the type ofearly Irish ecclesiastical
foundation so dearly loved and studied byAnn Hamlin. Ann published a short guide co the sire and in it made
a brief reference ro rhe existence of a bell associated with the sire which she scared was now in the National
Museum in Edinburgh (Hamlin ] 984). Ann was following here the identification proposed by a number of
earlier writers (McKenna 1920, 438; Cunningham 1980, 183) who idemified the Inishmacsainr bell with a
bronze-coated iron bell in the collection ofJohn Bell known as 'Sc Ninnian's Bell' and now in the :"\acional
Museums ofScotland (reg. no. KB3). The purpose ofchis paper is ro sec our some new evidence which enables
the Bell ofSr Ninnid co be re-identified.

Among the correspondence ofSirAnhur Evans, former Curator of the Ashmolean !\ fuseurn. Oxford, preserved
in the Department ofAntiquities, is a series of letters wrircen to him by the Cork-based collector; Roben: Day.
One of these gives an accounc with an illustration ofa bronze bell.

The letter reads as follows:
3 Sidnev Place
.\ larch 8 ls-

My dear Mr Evans
I have just secured the two objects which I have attempted to sketch ar a sale of the castle

Caldwell Collection in Dublin. Mr Gillespie got them for me
The ornamenc on the axe [not in Ash Mus] with the lozenge and arch are new co me I can't

recal a similar combination upon an axe of rhis kind
The little Bell [nor in Ash Mus] is a great beauty and it makes a capital ser off to my "Bell

ofBallymena" which stands 11 ½ inches high x 7½ in wide [struck our] long x 6l_ in wide. this
I believe is rhe largest bronze Bell that has been found. Both are unpublished 1 will go to the
Soc Anriq. Shortly. I senc you another notebook ofmine the other day I hope that it may have
reached you safely as It was badly made up -.

Excuse this hasty lerrer & Believe me My dear Sir
Yrs most truly
Robert Day Jp [?]

144

The accompanying sketch (Fig. 1) of the bell is labelled 'Castle Caldwell Bronze Bell'. lt would appear to have
been drawn at full scale as the base is inscribed '4 inches', the height of the body ofthe bell is given as '5 inches'
and the height of the handle as' 1½ in'. There is no published re ord char Day ever reported his new acquisition
to the Society ofAntiquaries of London.

Ir is clear from the drawing that the objecr represents a cast bronze bell ofquadrangular form with a plain loop
handle of early medieval rype. Specifically, the bell conforms in every respect ro Corrnac Bourke's ( 1980b, 54)
Class 2 bells. The bell is drawn ar a slighr angle ro show one broad face and one narrow side bur rhe perspective
is slightly twisted as the handle is shown head on. There is a perforation in the top of the body of rhe bell below
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