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When were St Columba's corporeal relics

enshrined?
Aidan MacDonald

The generally accepted view that, when Adomnan wrote his life of St
Columba (VC), probably during the 690s, the saint's mortal remains had not
been translated and enshrined, prompts one to ask whether there is evidence of
any kind that might give some indication of the actual date or period of
enshrinement. Since I cannot possibly claim to know all the various evidence
that might bear upon the problem, what follows should be regarded rather as
notes than as a definitive statement - observations or suggestions to stimulate
more systematic enquiry, or to elicit qualification or correction from more
informed sources.

I adhere to the generally accepted view that St Columba’'s "holy bones"
reposed (see below) in their original grave rather than in a shrine when
Adomnén wrote. In the first place, he refers to the saint's burial in expectation
of his bodily resurrection: “the venerable body... was wrapped in clean fine
cloths, and laid in the appointed burial-place that had been made ready, and
was interred with fitting veneration, to rise again in bright and eternal light"
(..uenerabile corpus... in luminosa et aeternali resurrecturum claritudine - iii 23,
133ab). This indicates to me that the body had not been disturbed
subsequently: that it lay still, in other words, where it had been originally
intended that it should rise again on the last day. Twice elsewhere in VC,
furthermore, the burial of Columban monks in expectation of the bodily
resurrection is mentioned, where there is presumably no question of
enshrinement - by Adomnén's time at any rate. The first case is, admittedly,
less explicit than the second. Columba prophesies of Libran (ii 39, 92ab), "You
will die in one of my monasteries; and your part in the kingdom will be with
my elect monks, and with them you will awake from the sleep of death into the
resurrection of life". The prophecy is fulfilled at the end of the chapter: “And
he was buried among the elect monks of Saint Columba (at Durrow)... to rise
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again into eternal life." Of Ernéne mocu Fir réide, whom Adomnaén knew as a
young man, we are told (iii 23, 132a), "He (himself a holy monk) lies buried
among the remains of other monks of Saint Columba, and awaits the
resurrection with the saints (cuin sanctis resurrectionem exspectat), in the ridge of
T6imm" (Drumhome, Co. Donegal). The other relevant passages are less
conclusive. There is the question of the posthumous function of Columba's
pillow-stone (iii 23, 129a), though its description as "a kind of grave-pillar"
(quasi quidam... titulus... monumenti) standing "beside his burial-place" (iuxta
sepulchrum eius) recalls the setting up by Jacob of a titulus over Rachel's tomb
(sepulchrum), which est titulus monumenti Rachel usque in praesentem diem.! And
there is reference to divine light about and angelic visits to "the place in which
his holy bones repose” - locum in quo ipsius sancta pausant ossa (iii 23, 135ab).
Arguments ex silentio are risky, particularly where Adomnan is concerned; but,
if Columba's mortal remains had been enshrined by the time that he was
writing, it is surprising to me that he does not at least mention the fact. There
is, moreover, no explicit mention of pious recourse to the saint's tomb or shrine
to solicit his intercession, especially for miraculous cures for physical or mental
ailments (though it was visited, presumably for purposes of prayer: iii 23,
135ab). Actually, relics of Columba of any kind play a noticeably small part in
VC: ii 44 (his white tunic and books in his own handwriting are deployed by
Adomnan to help end a drought); ii 45 (“first occasion” - Adomnan lays
garments and books of Columba on the altar, "with psalms and fasting, and
invocation of his name", to obtain favourable winds through his intercession
for bringing building timbers by sea to Iona); ii 8 (explicitly posthumous) and
ii 9 (probably so also: leaves or books in Columba's handwriting seem to be
well on the way to acquiring religious veneration).

Dr John Bannerman has, on the other hand, argued recently that Columba's
relics had been translated and enshrined, probably before Adomnan's .ime:2
"in light of the evidence... for the much earlier and remarkably rapid translation
of saints’ remains after death, especially perhaps within the Columban Church,
it is difficult to believe that Columba's bones remained in the ground until some
time after Adomnan had written his Life." The evidence he adduces is from
Bede's Ecclesiastical History (HE) and, though it concerns Irish saints, or saints
trained in the Irish tradition - Aidan, Cuthbert, Chad, Fursa, Aethelthryth (of
Coldingham and Ely) - and Irish bishops - Findn and Colman of Lindisfarne -

1. Gn 35:20: see Anderson 1991, 224-5 n.247, with Knox's translation and some additional
discussion.

2. “Comarba Coluim Chille and the Relics of Columba”, Innes Review 44, No. 1 (Spring 1993), 1447,
esp. 18-19, 224


















