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When were St Columba's corporeal relics 
enshrined? 

Aidan MacDonald 

The generally accepted vie\v 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 definit ive statement - observations or suggestions to stimulate 
more systematic enquiry, or to elicit qualification or correction from more 
informed sources. 

I adhere to the genera lly accepted view that St Columba's "holy bones" 
reposed (see below) in their original grave rather than in a shrine w hen 
Adomnan 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" 
(. .. 11 e11embile corpus ... i11 l11111i11osn et neternnli res11rrect111w11 clnrifl1di11e - 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 Adomnan'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 Emene mocu Fir r6ide, whom Adomnan 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 (cum snnctis resurrectionem exspectnt), 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" 
(q11ns i quidnm ... titul11s ... monumenti) standing "beside his burial-place" (iuxtn 
sep11lclm1111 eius) recalls the setting up by Jacob of a titulus over Rachel's tomb 
(sep11 lchrum), which est tit11lus 111011w11enti Rachel 11:;q11e in prnesentem diem.1 And 
there is reference to divine light about and angelic visits to "the place in which 
his holy bones repose" - locum in q110 ipsi11s snnctn pnusnnt ossn (iii 23, 135ab). 
Arguments ex silentio are risky, particularly where Adomnan is concerned; but, 
if Columba's mortal remains hnd 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, 11 \•Vith psalms and fasting, and 
invocation of his name", to obtain favourable winds throuo-h his intercession 

0 

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 Colurnba'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 - Finan and Colman of Lindisfarne -

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

2. "Co11111rbn Co/11i111 Chille amt tire Relics of Columba", I1111es Rroiett' 44, No. 1 (Spring 1993), 14-47, 
esp. 18- 19, 22-4. 
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most of whom were connected directly or indirectly with Iona, it has to do 
m<linly with events in the early life of the Northumbrian church. I think that 
Dr Bannerman's case would be more convincing if there were more evidence 
for earlier rather than later translation and enshrinement forthcoming from 
seventh century lreland.3 And I am doubtful, for the considerations discussed 
C1bove, that Adomnan's reference to Columba's "holy bones" (iii 23, 135a) "might 
suggest that they were accessible".4 Dr Bannerman also argues, with reference 
to the word sepulchru111 as used by Adomnan in connection with the mention of 
Columba's pillow-stone (see above), that "Bede used sepulchrum to describe 
Cuthbert's permanent shrine within the church at Lindisfa rne". Bede, however, 
uses the word in the context not alone of the translation of Cuthbert's body, but 
also of the burial of bishop Eadberht. His words are (HE iv 30): C11ius (sc. 
Endberct) corpus i11 sepulchro benedicti pntris Cudbercti po11e11tes, ndpos11er1.111t 
desuper nrcn111, in qua incormptn eiusdem patris me111bra loca11ern11t - "His (i.e. 
Eadberht's) body was placed in the sepulchre of the blessed Father Cuthbert 
and they put over it the coffin in which they had laid the incorrupt limbs of the 
father". I take this to mean that the recently deceased Eadberht was interred in 
Cuthbert's newly exhumed grave (sepulchrum), while Cuthbert's body was 
enshrined immediately over it in the area: in other words, Bede's sepulchrt1111 is 
the originCll grC1ve, not the new shrine. Compare, early in the same chapter -
nperientes sepulclm1111 i11ue11emnt corpus totum ... integrum ... "opening the grave, 
they found the body (of Cuthbert) intact and whole ... " Sepulchrum is used only 
once elsewhere in VC, in i 20. Here the context requires that the grave be in a 
cemetery that is accessible to lay people (and, in a crisis, their livestock); and 
there is no question but that Baitan's body is properly and safely buried. 
(Sepulchrnm actually occurs twice here: 26a). While Adomnan himself is 
perhaps not explicit enough to allow of complete certainty in the matter, I think 
that the balance of probability must favour the conventional belief - that, when 
he wrote, Columba's remains were still buried, not yet enshrined. 

Bede, speaking of Columba, his mission to the northern Picts and of the 

3. I have found no notice of any translation and-or enshrinement in the two sets of annals 
probably of most importance for northern Irish, Scottish and Pictish affairs at this time - AU 
and AT - during the period 600 to 700. 

4. Perhaps one might compare, in the "Notes Supplementary to Tirechan" [III 4] 54, iiii: "nobody 
knows where his (i.e. Patrick's) bones rest" - Ubi s1111t ossa eius nemo 1101tit. (The author of this 
note, who may have been Tfrechan himself- or the developing tradition he reflects - seems here 
to have turned adroitly in Patrick's favour what could have been a considerable 
embarrassment for his partisans: this is one of the four things in which Patrick resembles 
Moses.) The Patrician Texts in the Book of Armagh, ed. L. Bieler, Dublin (Dublin Institute for 
Advanced Studies, Scriptores LAtini Hibemiae, X), 1979, 164-5, 44. 
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Columban church, says (HE, iii 4): "From both of these (i.e. Iona and Durrow) 
sprang very many monasteries which were established by his disciples in 
Britain and Ireland, over all of which the island monastery in which his body 
lies held pre-eminence" - Ex quo utroque 111011asterio plurima exinde monasteria per 
discipulos eius et in Brittania et in Hibernia propagata sunt, in quibus omnibus idem 
monasterium i11sulan11111, in quo ipse requiescit corpore, pri11cipat11m teneret. In itself, 
the phrase i11 q110 ipse requiescit corpore, "in which he himself rests in the body", 
is open to more than one interpretation: it could refer to a grave or a shrine. 
Bede has, however, earlier in the same chapter, used almost identical words of 
St Ninian of Whithorn: "His episcopal see is celebrated for its church, 
dedica ted to St Martin where his body rests, together with those of many other 
saints" - cui11s sede111 episcopat11s, sancti Marti11i episcopi 110111i11e et ecclesia insignem, 
11bi ipse etinm corpore 1111a cum plurib11s snnctis req11iescit. And there is evidence 
from later in the eighth century that Ninian's corporeal relics were by that time 
enshrined within a church: it seems a reasonable supposition that they were 
already so in Bede's day and probably for long before. The evidence is mainly 
from the poem known as Mirarnln Nynie Episcopi, 'The Miracles of Bishop 
Nynia", composed by a member of the Whitham community towards the end 
of the eighth century. It is, admittedly, very difficult to be sure precisely what 
is envisaged in medieval literary descriptions of buildings (in whole or part) or 
ground plans, of which little or nothing now survives above or below ground -
especially, perhaps, where a poetic form is in question. The references, 
moreover, are here (as so often) incidental, rather than explicit. Three passages 
seem, however, to yield some information, more or less:- 1. sacrata busta sacel/i 
(X, 300), "the sacred tomb in the chapel" (or of the shrine?); 2. (ad) tw1111lu111, quo 
sn11ct11s corpore praesul/Mar111ore s11lcato fatali sorte q11iescit (XI, 326-7) - "( to) the 
tomb, in which the saintly bishop rests in the body in the furrO\·ved marble, 
according to fate's decree" (a decorated stone shrine?); 3. celsi rnl111i11a 
te111pli/Ingredie11s precibus supp/ex consistit ad nltar/Quo do111i110 fetus t1111111lato 
corpore pnusnt/Antistes Nyninu ... (XIII, 399-402) - "he entered the heights of the 
lofty temple and stood at the altar, a suppliant in prayer, \Vhere the bishop 
Nyniau rejoicing in the Lord rests in the body in the tomb ... "5 In a letter, 
furthermore, to the monks of Whitham, written behveen 782 and 804, Alcuin 
writes, Direxi nd sancti patris nostri Nyniga corp11s s1111111 oloseriC11111 ob memoriam 
nostri nominis, ut illius atque vestrnm piam 111erear i11tercessio11e111 habere semper - "I 
have directed to the body of our holy father Ninian a covering of pure silk for 

5. Cf. also IV; XII, 347, 349-50, 369 (where an/rum may be used figuratively); XIV, 450-2. I have 
used the edition (1923) of K. Strecker, Poetne LAtini Aevi Carolini, Mo1111111e11tn Gemrnniae Historica, 
Poetarum l.Jlti11or11111 Medii Aevi Vol. 4, fasc. 3, Munich 1978, 9-13-62; and the translation of W. 
MacQueen in J. MacQueen, St Ny11in, Edinburgh 1990, SS-101. 



Aidan MacDonald 

remembrance of our name, that I may be worthy to have always his and your 
pious intercession".6 

Caution needs, however, to be exercised here. In the first place, Bede is not 
a firsthand authority for Iona : he may, indeed, have assumed that Columba's 
mortal remains were enshrined, interpreting whatever he had heard on the 
basis of his own ecclesiastical background. In the second place, he is not 
making a formal statement about the contemporary resting places of either 
Columba or Ninian: these references are set in broader contexts. In the case of 
Columba, his posthumous presence there validates (or valida ted) the authority 
of Iona over the other houses of the Columban federation. In the case of Ninian 
and the many other saints at Whithorn, it may be that Bede wishes to 
emphasise the deep-rooted significance in the local landscape (ecclesiastical 
and secular) of an ancient episcopal church that has recently become a 
Northumbrian see. Bede's testimony cannot, I suggest, safely be adduced as 
reliable evidence that Columba's corporeal relics were enshrined vvhen he 
wrote. 

The earliest explicit reference that I know to a shrine of St Columba is in the 
context of the martyrdom of Blathmac at Iona in 825. The verse account of his 
martyrdom composed by Walahfrid Strabo of Reichenau (d.849) mentions a 
shrine there "wherein lie the holy bones of St Columba", apparently adorned 
with precious metalwork: preciosn 111etnlln ... quis sn 11ct i sn11ctn Co/11111bne assn 
incen t (11.142--t). The monks have lifted "the shrine from its pediments" - s11is de 
sedib11s nrcnm - on the approach of the roiders and buried it (11.144-6). The 
shrine is indeed central to the narrative, since Blathmac's refusal to reveal its 
place of concealment to the marauding Danes (who seem to be represented as 
having prior knowledge of its existence) is the immediate cause of his murder 
at their hands. Walahfrid, on the other hand, was not an eye-witness of the 

6. A. W. Haddan and W. S1ubbs. eds .. C111111.-il.1111/ll Ecde.~i11.11in1/ D11rn1111:111s Rel111i11~ 111 Grear Brirai1111111/ Jri:lc111cl. 
\OI. 2. pan I. o.~ford 137.l. 3. Th.: 1r~ns l a 1i on is min.:: for .\ //I/JI/ in !he l<!XI r<!ading .1t1g11111 (S<!e c. Plummer. ed .. 
\ ~11uahili> B11ed11i: 01iu11 Hi.1111rirn. 2 \'OI, .. Oxford 1896. 2.129 - nole on HEiii.t J: Hadd:1 11 and Stubb' 
<u!!<:?<!,ICd 11'111111. For brief 2cnt:ral commc:nt. "i1h funhc:r refcr.:nas. >ce . .:.2 .. /\lacQucen. St /\'rnio . .l·.t . 2:i . .l.l· 
5:-C. Thoml!•. Bt!de, Anli;1l!ulog1· 1111d rhe C11/t 1'.fRl'iin (Jwow L.:ctur.: -197.lJ. J. IJ : l\'/1iil1t1m'.1 Christion 
Begi1111ii1gs. Whiihom 1992 . 19. Ai 1h<! 1i111e of wri1ing. I do nm ha\'e access 10 1h.: Dumfries and GJlloway 
S<X·ieiy·s TrJn<aciions. 

7. Walahfrid ha.< introduced his account of Bl ath1TIJc ·s martyrdom wi1h a more: general stnlement: " . .\ ccnain island 
appears in the short:< of 1h.: Piel<. rising above 1hc wave-driven 'ea: ii is callc:d Iona. and 1hen: the sa int of 1he 
Lord. Columba. rc'1S in !ht! ne,h" . /11 .wlo Pit"lllf"/111/ 1/ll<li:i/11111 11/11/1,1/rtltllr i11 11ris/F/11e1in1.~11 .\"//.1/11!11.l'/I .1'11/o. 
c11.~1111111i11is E11,/Q11a s1111a11s do111i11i requiescit rnrne Co/11111/Ju ( 11.95-7 ). The rckvan1 st:clion of 1he poem is 
1ransla1ed. wi1h rt!ference 10 editions of 1he Lalin 1ex1. by A.O. Andason. Earlr Sources 11fSrn11ish Hi.11wT. A.D. 
500 10 1286. 2 vols. (Edinbureh and London 1922). I. 263- 5. I have u'<!d 1he cdi1ion of E. Du.:mmler. P11etlltf 
/..(lfi11i Aeri C11mli11i 2. Mo11111~e11111 Ger1111111i11e His111rirn. P11e111m111 La1i11mw11 Mei/ii Aeri 2. Berlin 188.t. 297-
301. R. Sharpe. Ad11111111i11 of /111111: Life rif Sr C11!11111ha (Harmondswon h 1995). 80-1. diSCUSS<!S brieny 1hc 
pos<ibility of a nourishing school of meialwork in mid 81h c.:niury Jona 1ha1 111 igh1 have: prodU1:cd Walahfricrs 
' hrine: st:e also his note .t 11 (.17.t-5). 
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events he describes; and it is difficult to know how far his testimony may be 
relied on in any detail? 

The earliest relevant Irish annalistic notice appears to be at 829, when 
Diarmait, abbot of Iona, took relics of Columba from Ireland to Scotland, 
returning thence in 831 (AU, CS and A Clon.).8 The Irish word used by AU at 
829 and 831 for these relics of Columba is 111i1111 (829), mind (831- CS miond both 
times): "'halidom or venerated object", esp. something connected with a saint', 
as bells, gospel-books, pastoral staffs, etc.: it seems to be a term of broad 
application - perhaps including enshrined corporeal relics? See OIL, 1 mind 
(111i1111 ), §b. 

There are indications, however, that the original translation and 
enshrinement may have taken place about the middle of the preceding century. 
In 753, Columcille's law was enforced by Domnall of Mide (AU, AT and A 
Clon.).9 It was enforced again by Sleibene, abbot of Iona, in 757 (AU and AT);10 
and again in 778 by Donnchad, the Ui Neill overking, and by Bresal, abbot of 
Iona (AU).11 The provisions of the Law of Colum Cille are not kno\·vn;12 and I 
am not aware of any previous mention of it. Its promulgation was, however, 
probably validated by relics of the saint of some kind: for example, in 727 
Adomnan's relics were brought to Ireland and his law (i .e. Cain Adomnain, 
697) renewed (AU and AT);B and in 734 Armagh brought on circuit the relics 
of Peter, Paul and Patrick "to fulfil the law" (Patrick's Law?).1-1 It cannot be 
certain, of course, that these would have been corporeal relics: they may not 
have been in Adomnan's case; and they would not have been in the case of 
Peter and Paul (or, presumably, of Patrick). Nevertheless, this spate of 
enforcements of a (new?) law of Columba suggests the distinct possibility that 
something of more than ordinary significance had occurred shortly before 753. 

8. CS 818 records that "Diarmaid, Abbot of Hi (Iona), went to Alba (Scotland) with the shrine of 
Colum Cille" - Dinrmnid Ab Int• co sglin Co/11i111 Ci/le do d11/ 1111Alb11i11. The word order suggests to 

me that co sgri11 Co/11i111 Ci/le was originally an interlinear or marginal gloss suggested by the 
entry of 829: Dinrmaid Ab Jae do du/ a 11Albcm co 111io11dib Colnim Ci/le. The corresponding entry 
in FM 816 states only that Diarmaid went to Scotland: A.O. Anderson, Enrly Sourc~s, I, 261, 
though Anderson appears to have overlooked these CS entries. 

9. Anderson, Early Sources, I, 241. Lex Col11i111 Ci/le 111 Do11111nl/ Midt? - AU 753.4. 

10. Anderson, Early Sources, I, 242-3. Lex Columbe Ci/le In Sleibe11e ·AU 757.9. 

11 . Anderson, Enrly Sources, I, 249. Lex Coluim Cille la Do1111cl111d : Bn?snl - AU 778..t. 

12. M. Herbert, Jo11n, Kells, n11d Derry (Oxford, 1988), 64. 

13. Anderson, Early Sources, I, 223. Ado111111111i reliquine tri111sfer1111t11r i11 Hibemimn : Lex nmo11nt11r -
AU 727.5. 

1-1. Co1111110/ntio 111nrliru111 Pelir; Pl1oil ; Plrntrnicc nrl legem perficieudn111 ·AU 734.3; and AT. For these 
ecclesiastical laws, see K. Hughes, Tiie Cl111rc/1 i11 Early lrisl1 Society, London 1966, 149-53. 
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There are also archaeological indications that may point to a similar 
conclusion. It has been observed that "the position of three major crosses of 
8th- or 9th- century date, St John's, St Martin's and St Matthew's... all 
apparently in situ, strongly suggests that the ecclesiastical focus of the early 
monastery was on the site of the medieval church, and immediately to the west 
of it". Here "there is a small chapel, now rebuilt and called 'St Columba's 
Shrine'". While this little building "is unlikely to be earlier than the 9th or 10th 
century", it may perhaps have replaced an earlier timber oratory that might 
itself have been built over St Columba's exhumed grave. The modem name, 
furthermore, is derived from an older tradition, recorded in the late 
seventeenth century, that this was the site of St Colurnba's tomb or 'monument'; 
and it has been urged that this tradition should be taken seriousJy.15 St John's 
and St Martin's Crosses have been dated to about the middle or second half of 
the eighth century; while St Matthew's Cross has been dated to the ninth or 
early tenth century.16 The possible significance of this physical evidence in the 
context of the present discussion seems sufficiently clear. (It has also been 
suggested, more tentatively, that the production of the Book of Kells might be 
referred to Iona and the occasion of the translation and enshrinement of St 
Columba's mortal remains c.750.)17 

With these considerations in mind, the following tradition may take on the 
significance that has been claimed for it. A note supplementary to Tirechan 
seems to show that there was a "martyrial" connection between Columba and 
Patrick at an early date. 'Colurnb Cille, moved by the Holy Spirit, showed 
where Patrick's grave (sep11lturam) was and confirms this, that is, in Saulpatrick, 
in the church near the sea, where there is the coming together of the martyrs (or 
"relics": conductio martirum), that is, of the bones of Columb Cille (oss1111111 
Coluimb Ci/lae) from Britain and of all the saints of Ireland on the day of 
Judgement' (et conductio omnium sanctorum Hibernine in die iudicii).18 Though 
the authorship of this note is in doubt (and Bieler seems to distance himself 
somewhat from an attribution to the later seventh century (?) Tfrechan 
himself,19 it must certainly have been in existence by or during the first decades 

15. The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland, Argyll: nn 
Inventory of the Monuments, vol. 4, Iona, HMSO 1982, 41-2; cf.137-8. 

16. Ibid., 17-19, 197-204, 204-08, 208-11 . The position of the chapel and the crosses in relation to 
each other and to the medieval abbey complex as a whole can be seen most readily on Ground 
Plan VI at the end of the volume. 

17. Ibid., 47. 

18. lllI,5) 55(2), in Bieler, TI1e Patrician Texts in the Book of Armagh, 164-5. 
19. Ibid., 4~, esp. 44-5. 
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of the ninth century, when Ferdomnach (who may or may not have been the 
actual author) transcribed it into the Book of Armagh.20 Reeves argued that 
this note was evidence of the existence at the end of the eighth century of a 
belief "that the bones of Columkille had, before that period, been brought to 
Ireland from Britain, and deposited in SauJ".21 This interpretation of the 
passage quoted above is possible22 and, if correct, might seem to provide 
additional evidence for the translation and enshrinement of Columba's 
corporeal relics well before c.800. But it would reflect, I think, a historically 
most improbable state of affairs. And I doubt that it is what the passage 
actually means to say. I had inclined to a belief that the mention of the Day of 
Judgement, implying the general resurrection of the dead, reflected rather a 
tradition that Columba was b11ried at Saul - however and whenever precisely 
such a tradition might have arisen. A tradition of this kind might, of course, 
further reflect the local presence of some corporeal relics - though I would be 
hesitant about accepting unreservedly even such evidence of Iona's prodigality 
in regard to her patron's bodily relics at what (it is argued here) was a very early 
stage in the history of their enshrinement. I nov,r think a possible crltemative 
interpretation of the passage in question is that it is to be read as a kind of 
prophecy (attributed to St Columba?23) that the bodily resurrection on the Day 
of Judgement of Columba and of all the (other) saints of Ireland v.rould take 
place at the tomb of Patrick in Saul. In other words, this quasi-prophecy is 
essentially a claim to the preeminence in the Irish church of St Patrick - and so, 
presumably, of Armagh.24 In this view, I do not suppose that it is strictly 

20. Ibid., 2-3, 35. 
21. The Life of St Co/11111bn ... Written by Ad11111111111 ... , ed. W. Reeves, Dublin 1857, 312-14. 

22. Co11d11ctio 'the bringing (coming) together·: Bieler, Patrician Texts, 234 (commentary). Reeves· 
interpretation is implicit in Anderson's translation of the passage: Early Sources, I, 20; d. 265. 

23. With this passage is probably to be compared an entry in AU 553, recording a tradition that 
Columba enshrined Patrick's relics sixty years after his death (reckoning from 493). In the 
process, three important relics were discovered in the burial-place (isi11 ad/11111ca/) and were thus 
distributed for Columba by an angel: Patrick's goblet to Downpatrick, the Bell of the 
Testament to Armagh and the Gospel of the Angel to Columba himself. See Anderson,. Early 
Sources, I, 19- 20; AU 553.3, after the Book of Cuanu; Bieler, Patrician Texts, 45 n.1, referrmg to 
Gwynn. 

24. Compare, perhaps, Tirechan 38.(4): " ... because to all the holy men of Ireland, past, present, an? 
future, God said: 'Climb, o holy men, to the top of the mountain which towers above, an~ IS 

higher than all the mountains to the west of the sun in order to bless the people of Ireland '.so 
that Patrick might see the fruit of his labours, because the choir of all the holy men of the l.nsh 
came to him to visit their father ... " - q11i11 corus sn11ctoru111 om11i11111 Hibemmsium ad eum uemt ad 
patrem eomm 11issitn11d11111: Bieler, Patrician Texts, 152-3. In this view, the cooption of Columba 
as the prophet of Patrick's paramountC)' could have been intended and seen as a subtle but 
shrewd thrust at Iona and the contemporary Columbnn community. 
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necessary that the bones of Columba leave Britain (i.e. Iona), or the bones of all 
the saints of Ireland their individual tombs and churches, until the last trumpet 
sounds. And it ceases to be an issue whether Columba is still buried or already 
enshrined. 

It is natural to ask what specifically might have prompted so important a 
move on the part of the community of Iona at this time. There does not seem 
to be, however, anything potentially significant in the known history of the 
monastery, throughout the period between the death of Adomnan in 704 and 
the first promulgation of Columcille's Law in 753.25 So it seems that we must 
look to external events and developments if we would find a likely reason or 
reasons. In Ireland, Maire Herbert has shown how, during the first half of the 
eighth century, the Cenel nEogain succeeded in ousting the Cenel Conaill, 
Columba's own kindred, from the hegemony of the northern Uf Neill 
kingdoms. In the process, the Cern~l nEogain rulers aligned themselves, not 
with Iona and St Columba, but with Armagh and St Patrick. In the 
ecclesiastical sphere, Armagh was asserting or reasserting claims to paramount 
authority in the Irish church for herself and her patron and successfully 
extending her influence: the alliance was to the mutual ad vantage of both court 
and church. As a result, the Columban federation found itself allied 
increasingly with the powerful Clann Cholmain kings of the southern Uf Neill: 
it was kings of this dynasty who promulgated or shared in promulgating 
Columcille's Law in 753 and 778. While such an alliance must have benefitted 
greatly Columba's churches in the midlands of Ireland especially, the active 
assertiveness of Armagh in and from the north must have been increasing 
cause of anxiety for Iona and (in particular) her Irish dependencies.26 In 
Scotland, the annals record the death of Tuathalan, abbot of Cendrigmonaid, in 
747.27 This is St Andrews: Kinrimund (Kil-), etc., atj a later date. This notice 

25. The known events relating to Iona itself are documented conveniently, in translation and with 
notes, in Anderson, Early Sources, l, 211, 212, 213, 214, 215-16, 216-17, 217-18, 218, 219-20, 221, 
222, 223, 225, 227, 238, 240-41; and in A.O. Anderson, Scottish A1111als from English Cltroniclers, 
A.O. 500to1286, London 1908, 47-9, 50-2. For the death of Cu Chuimne: AU 747.5; AT (248); 
FM 7-12; Al [747]. The history of the Columban federation generally during the 8th century is 
discussed by Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry, 57-67. 

26. Ibid., 61, 63-7. For the claims of Armagh from the second half of the 7th century, see Hughes, 
Church in Early Irish Society, 111-20. It is worth noting that in the same year - 734 - in which the 
relics of Peter, Paul and Patrick were brought on circuit 'to fulfil the law', a Cern~l nEogain 
succeeded a Cenel Conaill king in the overkingship of the UI Neill: Herbert, Io11a, Kells, a11d 
Derry, 63. 

27. Anderson, Early Sources, l, 238. Mars Tuathalain abbatis Cinrigh Mo11ai, AU 747.10; nb Ci11d-riglt-
111011aidh, AT (249); abb Cinn Rfghmonaidh, FM 742. 

WHEN WERE ST COLUMBA'S CORPOREAL RELICS ENSHRINED? 29 

obviously reflects the existence here of a monastery by the late 740s: it may also 
reflect the local presence of relics of St Andrew by that time.28 The monastery 
might, indeed, have been founded to house the relics. If this were so, then Iona 
could, c.750, have found herself flanked, as it were, by two important churches, 
the one in Ireland and the other in Scotland, both possessing what purported 
to be apostolic relics; and both, probably, seeking to exploit the advantages 
arising from such possession. Secular events may also have had their influence 
here too. Indeed, if David Dumville's recent contention can be sustained - that 
the kingdom of Scottish Dal Riata was conquered and incorporated into the 
Pictish overkingdom in and from 741 - that event and its possible 
consequences for Iona would have to be taken into consideration.29 But at the 
end of the day we have to admit that we do not really know what precisely 
might have decided the community, directly or indirectly, to take the step under 
discussion, around the middle of the eighth century or at another time. 

If, however, a mid-eighth century date is correct, it is worth noting further 
and finally that the abbot under whom the translation and enshrinement of 
Columba's corporeal relics may well have been effected - Cillene Droichtech 
(726-52) - was also the abbot under whom the relics of Adomnan went on 
circuit in Ireland between 727 and 730. According to the genealogical tradition, 
moreover, Cillene belonged to the southern Uf NeilJ.30 On the other hand, 
while all this serves to emphasise the contemporary connection, doubtless to 
their mutual benefit, of the Columban federation and the Clann Cholrnain 
kings of the southern Uf Neill, it must not be forgotten that the translation and 
enshrinement took place at Iona: Scottish as well as Irish circumstances must 
have played a decisive part in the process.31 

To conclude: I do not think that I have said anything here that is radically 
new or original. But such has not been my intention. All or most of wh;>t ! ~ave 
said will be found in other secondary sources discussing Iona and the 
Columban community in the seventh and eighth centuries. What I have tried 
to do is to provide a more explicit treatment of the problem than, so far as I am 

28. Cf. Anderson, Early Sources, I, 266-7 (under the year 834). In other words, the relics of Andrew 
may have arrived in Pictland during the reign of Angus 1, son of Fergus (i.e. between 729 and 
747) rather than during that of Angus II, son of Fergus (820-834). 

29. D.N. Dumville, Tiie C/iurc!res of Nort/z Britain in tire First \liking-Age, Whitham 1997 (5th 
Whitham ·Lecture), 34-6. 

30. Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry, 60-1, 62, 65. 

31. Cillene died in 752. His successor, Sh~ibene, of the Ccnel Conaill, came to Ireland in 754; and 
promulgated the Law of Columcille in 757. But if corporeal relics of Colum~a validated th~ 
promulgation of 753, it follows that such relics came to Ireland then or earlier: to Durrow · 
Anderson, Early Sources, I, 242, 242-3. Cf. Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry, 64,66. 
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aware, exists elsewhere. As I indicated at the outset, there may be evidence, 
perhaps crucial evidence, of which I am ignorant. To the best of my knowledge 
and belief, however, the surviving evidence, the documentary record in 
particular, not only does not tell us when exactly Columba's corporeal relics 
were enshrined; but also does not allow us to define narrower limits than those 
described above. To that extent, therefore, the problem remains: it cannot, it 
seems, be resolved in terms of a neat and "mathemahnl" demonstration. 
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