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4 The periphery rethinks the centre: 
inculturation, 'Roman' liturgy 
and the Ruthwell Cross 

Eamonn 6 Carragain 

This chapter celebrates a paradox. In the pre-Carolingian period, it is 
'the ends of the earth', the periphery of Europe (such as the Atlantic 
Islands of Britain and Ireland) which provide the most sophisticated syn­
theses of 'Roman' liturgy: these peoples of the periphery are confident 
enough to rethink and make their own what they found in the centre, at 
Rome itself. 1 But the paradox, that the best syntheses of 'Roman' liturgy 
come from 'the ends of the earth', is not difficult to understand. In eccle­
siastical terms, Rome was overwhelmingly rich: in its many basilicas, in 
its variety of traditions and liturgies, in authority. It was impossible for 
any northern ecclesiastical visitor to assimilate all this richness, still less 
to carry it home. They had to pick and choose, create syntheses that 
were comprehensible and relevant to their own local communities. They 
had, in short, to engage in the vital process of inculturation. It was not 
a matter of choice to rethink Rome, to make their own those elements 
of the city's traditions which could be used to transform the values of 
Northern cultures: it was an absolute necessity.' 

For an Irish or Anglo-Saxon cleric, getting to Rome involved a long 
journey there and back again, usually through Francia, usµally with sev­
eral digressions to monasteries and saints' shrines.3 The experience of 
Frankish and Northern Italian cities and shrines must always have been 

' On Imitatio Romae in this period, see C. Vogel, 'Les echanges liturgiques entre Rome 
et Jes pays francs jusqu'a l'epoque de Charlemagne', in Le Chiese nei regni dell'Europa 
occidentale e i loro rapporci con Roma sino all'Boo, Settimane 7 (1960), pt 1 (of 2), 
pp. 185-295; E. 6 Carragain, The City of Rome and the Wbrld of Bede, Jarrow Lecture: for 
1994 Garrow, 1995); J. Hawkes, 'luxta morem Romanorum: stone and sculpture in th<: 
style of Rome', in G. Hardin Brown and C. Karkov (eds.), Anglo-Saxon Styles (New York, 
2003), pp. 69-IOO. 

' On inculturation in the early Middle Ages, see B. Luiselli, La formazicmc dd/,1 111/11m1 

europea occidentale (Rome, 2003); on the theory of inculturation, sec A.J. ( :1n1pu111tco, 
Liturgical Inculruration. Sacramentals, Religiosity, and Catechesis (Collcgcvilk, MN, l<J<Jl). 

' D .J. Birch, Pilgrimage to Rome in the Middle Ages. Continuiry and Cha11go· (Woooll1ridlo(l', 
Suffolk, and Rochester, NY, 1998). 
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important for the thinking ecclesiastic from the Atlantic Islands, such as, 
for exampJe, the Irish delegates from Munster who were sent to Rome 
in AD 631. to find out about the Roman celebration of Easter or, some 
twenty years later, the young priest Benedict Biscop and his companion 
Wilfrid, a cleric but not yet ordained, who came to pray at the tombs 
of the apostles and to learn all they could about Roman liturgy and 
ecclesiastical customs: knowledge that they would later apply, with due 
modification and adaptation, at home.4 By the later seventh century, and 
during the whole of the eighth, Frankish cities were likewise anxious to 
learn from Rome: this meant adapting Roman ceremonies to their own 
situations and resources, and combining new Roman material with their 
own ancient traditions.5 Thus an Anglo-Saxon or Irish cleric would have 
found in these cities intelligent ways of selecting from the confusing var­
iety of Roman traditions, and of adapting those customs they selected to 
the pastoral conditions and needs of their own islands. Nor was the traffic 
in ideas simply one-way: in the seventh and eighth centuries Rome was 
receptive to ideas from other churches: not only from Constantinople 
and Syria, but also from Milan and Francia. From Francia, Rome 
imported, for example, the cult of St Martin of Tours, and the season 
of Advent which Rome subsequently rethought for itself, shortening the 
season from six weeks to four. 6 Educated clerics from 'the ends of the 
earth' were well aware that liturgical exchange was a two-way process; 
for them, imitating Rome must always have involved picking up suitable 

Ca1-r:1i;ain The City v.f /~0111.:, pp. 1-9- . 
' "J11is p rocess can be seen in detail , in cbe Ordines Romani: ed. M. Andrieu, Les Ordines 

Romani d11 ltau1 nl•<Y~" lg.:, vols. (Louv~in, 1931-61): in particular, compare the Roman 
stational mass (Ordo 1: vol. 11, pp. 1- 108) with the Frankish mass in Ordines IV (vol. n, 
pp. 135-70) and xv (vol. m, pp. 93-125); for the catechumenate and baptism, to be dis­
cussed below, see Ordo XI (vol. II, pp. 363- 413) . 

6 E. Ew; g, 'Der Jv1artinusk-ultimFriihmirrelalter' , Archi'l.•far miuelrheinische Kirchengeschichte, 
14 ( c962) pp. u - 30; for the argument char the mass 'Adnuntiatlo Domini et Passio eius­
dem' for 25 Nlarch, composed for Old St Peter's, Rome, in the 67os, may have been 

.inspired by the .fixed Easter vigil on :z.7 March celebrated in the basilica of St Martin 
at Tours see E. 6 Carragain, R1:wal and che Rood. Liwrgical Images and tlu Old English 
Poems of che Dream of the Rood crad1:tion (London and Toronto, 2005), pp. 8 -91; for the 
adapracion of the six-week Gallican Advent to four weeks at Rome, see A. Chavasse, Le 
Sacramentaire gelasien ( J,at:icanus Reginemis 316). Sacramentaire presbyteral en usage da1is li:s 
ti!res n.omains au Vlle siccle (Paris and Tournai, 1958), pp. 412- 26. On the srrucrurc and 
development of the chant for m e Rom an Advent see M .E . Fassler, 'Sermons, sacramcn­
taries and earlv sources for the ffice in the Larin West: the example of Advent', in M. L 
Fassl~r and R ·Ba.ltze.r (eds.) Th .. Div ine Office in the Latin Middle Ages (Oxford, 2000) , 
pp. 15- 47; and J.W. M cKinnon TheAdveni Project. The Lacer-sovemh-century Crea11011 of 
rhe Roman Mass Proper (Berkeley, CA, and.London, 2000): this important bur contrnwr 
sial hook is best read in the light of the detailed reviews by J. Dyer (Earl 1 .\llusic I lisr111·1· 
w (2001 ), pp. 279-309) and P. Jeffery (Journal of the American Musical Society 56 ( 2lio:\), 

l'I' I 117 7<J). 
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material, ideas and expert advice on the journey through Northern Italy 
and Francia. Bede, for example, was quite aware of this necessary process 
of adaptation and inculturation, and evidently approved of it. It is he who 
preserved for us the moving advice of Gregory the Great to Augustine 
of Canterbury: 'Therefore choose from every individual Church what­
ever things are devout, religious, and right. And when you have collected 
these as it were into one bundle, see that the minds of the English grow 
accustomed to it.'7 Bede emphasized the skill of Benedict Biscop, the 
founder of Wearmouth, in taking the best of seventeen existing rules so 
as to create an original customary for his new monastery.8 

The Old Gelasian sacramentary provides the most famous example 
of an original liturgical synthesis, combining Roman and local material, 
developed outside Rome.9 This book was copied about AD 750 in north­
ern Francia: possibly at Chelles, possibly at Jouarre: Frankish monas­
teries with close links to Anglo-Saxon England. ro The greatest expert on 
the sacramentary, Canon Antoine Chavasse, argued that the core from 
which the Old Gelasian developed was a Roman book, a sacramentary 
of the sixth century. ' 1 Other liturgical scholars immediately expressed 
doubts about the Chavasse thesis, and such doubts about whether the 
archetype was compiled in Rome itself are now widespread. ' 2 The argu­
ments against thinking that behind the Old Gelasian manuscript lay a 
well-planned Roman book have been summed up by Matthieu Smyth, 
in his magisterial work on the Gallican liturgy.'3 As Smyth points out, 

7 Ex singulis ergo quibusque ecclesiis quae pia, quae religiosa, quae recta sunt elige, et haec quasi 
infasciculum collecta apudAnglorum mentes in consuetudinem depone: Bede, H istoria ecclesi­
astica, ed. and trans. B. Colgrave and R Mynors, Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English 
People (Oxford, 1969), vol. 1, chap. 27, pp. 82-3. 

8 Bede, Historia abbacum, chap. II, ed. C. Plummer, Venerabilis B edae opera historica, 2 vols. 
(Oxford, 1896), vol. I , pp. 374- 5; trans. D .H. Farmer, in J.F. Webb and D.H. Farmer 
(eds.), The A ge of Bede (Harmondsworth, 1983), p. 198. 

9 The Old Gelasian Sacramentary, ed. L. Mohlberg, P. Siffrin, and L. Eisenhofer, Liber 
Sacramentorum Romanae A eclesiae Ordinis Anni Circuli, third edn, Rerum Ecclesiastarum 
Documenta, Series Maior, Fontes, 4 (Rome, 1981). For a good recent survey of schol­
arship on the Old Gelasian, see M. Smyth, La Licurgie oubliee. La Priere eucharistique en 
Gaule antique et dans /'Occident non romain (Paris, 2003), pp. r25-4r. 

'
0 On Jouarre as the scriptorium which probably produced the manuscript, see 

R McKitterick, 'The diffusion of insular culture in Neustria between 650 and 850: the 
implications of the manuscript evidence', repr. in R McKitterick, Books, S cribes and 
Learning in the Frankish Kingdoms, 6th-9th Centuries (Aldershot and Brookfield, VT, 
1994), paper 3, at pp. 406--8; R. M cKitterick, 'Nuns' scriptoria in England and Francia 
in the eighth century', repr. in the same volume, paper 7, at pp. 7-II, and, for the English 
contacts of these scriptoria, pp. 27- 35. 

" Chavasse, Le Sacramentaire gelasien. 
' · There is a good survey of the scholarly reception of Chavasse's thesis in Smyth, I.a 

l.i111~i;fr oubliee, pp. 129-32. 
" Ibid. 
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th re would have been no local Roman need for a ' typical ' or nonna­
tive synrhes.is, bringing together and combining the various usages of the 
city. Instead, Smyth argues, the archetype of the Old Gelasian was prob­
ably compiled at a city of central Italy ourside Rome. When the com­
pilation reached the Naples area (which for northerners was Roman' 
in the sense that the Bishop of Rome had metropolitan authority over 
Campania), a number of masses for Campanian .saints were added to it. 
The Old Gela ian pos ibly shows, in addition, elements from Northern 
ltalv; and, before reaching Chelles the compilation was probably revised 
and re-edited in. Anglo-Saxon England: for links between Anglo-Saxon 
England and the Naples area, ooe need only think of Abbot Hadrian, who 
accompanied Theodore and Benedict Biscop to Canterbury in AD 669.14 

But, even if Canon Chavasse s hypothesis of an archetypal and norma­
tive sacramentary from the city of Rome was mistaken, his great book 
nevertheless provides massive evidence tharmany of the Gelasian masses 
were indeed celebrated at Roman basilicas. Thus Smyth convincingly 
classifies the Old Gelasian as 'Roman with Gallican elements' : to use 
the clear distinction which Jesse Billen proposes in the present volume, 
the Old Gelasian is essentially Roman, but contains many non-Roman 
incidenrals. •sTue Roman material would have reached the original com­
pilers, working outside Rome, piecemeal, in informal collections or Zibelli. 
Clerics who needed a synthesis that was at once 'Roman' (in the sense 
that the text of the mass which the book provides, while referring to 
' local' Gallican saints as well as the saints of the ancient Roman canon 
i essentially Roman in form) and 'local' (in rhe sense that prayers for 
masses for non-Roman celebrations had been incorporated within the 
collection), recopied and expanded such a collection. Chavasse him­
self began his great book with seventy meticulous pages in which he 
analysed the last stage of rhe compilation's growth: the prayers for the 
Frankish rituals which, in the early eighth cenrury were added to th · 

riginal Italian core.16 The title of the Old Gelasian Sacramentary pro 
claim that it is 'The Book of prayers of the Roman Church for mas · and 
the sacraments ordered according to rhe course of the year.''7 Manhie 1 

, myth, concerned to emphasize that the book was compiled outsi. IL· 
R me understandably warns that 'we should not be too impre cd b 
1hn1 jtitlel'. 1

" On the contrary, the title properly under rood h uld I •' 
wkcn very eriously: it indicates that, for Northern compiler. fidclit 111 

1 11.,.1 . l'l'· r i.•. i. wich refcrcnc~s to the earlier scholarship. 
1 11,,.1 ' 1 'I' I n ·I· '" havm;.sc f..e S acramentaire gelasien, pp. I -71 . 
1 1,. 1.1· ' ·"' ·' ' ' " r:111w m . ry, ed . M ohlbe.rg et al. 

... ,,,, ,,,, .l. •11 /'·" 1rnp 111111 imprt!Ssitnu:r' , Sn1yth, I.a litur;.:ic ouhliL;1..\ p. 127 

'Roman' liturgy and the Ruthwell Cross 

the Roman liturgy involved developing that tradition, and adapting i1 10 
fit local conditions and changing circumstances. The title provides valu-· 
able evidence that the compilers saw themselves as participating in ancl 
contributing to a living tradition, not preserving a fossilized one. In the 
present volume, Yitzhak Hen demonstrates that, in the late eighth and 
early ninth centuries, Carolingian liturgists felt they had the same free­
dom to supplement the Roman books with local material, and to adapt 
them to their own liturgical needs. 

For northern clerics, the Old Gelasian collection was particularly use­
~l because it included the prayers for ceremonies which were pastorally 
important: such as, for example, the Lenten and Eastertide ceremonies 
of the catechumenate, baptism, and the reconciliation of penitents. 
Indeed, that collection provides us with our earliest surviving evidence 
of how northern clerics could have carried out such ceremonies 'in the 
Roman manner'. An important theme in the Gelasian catechumenal 
and baptismal ceremonies was that of spiritual gestation: during Lent, 
rhe catechumens and public penitents were both seen as growing, in 
the womb of the Church, towards the new spiritual birth that would be 
enacted in the baptismal ceremonies of the Easter Vigil. '9 In Lent, the 
bishop told the catechumens that 'already [in Lent] having conceived 
you, the pregnant Church rejoices',2° and images of pregnancy and new 
birth predominated in the solemn blessing of the font during the Easter 
Vigil. 

21 
From the font, as from the womb of the Church, the neophytes 

would emerge to new life. The baptismal theology of the Gelasian cat­
echumenal and baptismal ceremonies is consistent with that of Leo the 
Great (pope 440- 61), who in his sermon for Christmas Day AD 444 
stated that Christ 

placed in the font of Baptism that very origin which he had assumed in the 
Virgin's womb. He gave to the water what he had given to his Mother. For, 
the same power of the most high and overshadowing of the Holy Spirit (Luke 
1 :35) that caused Mary to bear the Saviour makes the water bring the believer 
lo new birth. 2 2 

•·· <) Carragain, R itual and the Rood, pp. r37-4r . 

•• · 'lam uobis conceptis pregnans gloriatur ecclesia', Gelasian Sacrarnentary, ed. M ohl berg, 
,., al. p. 48, par. 309. 

( ;<.:1asian. Sacramentary, ed. Mohlberg, p . 73, par. 445. See E . C. Whitaker, Documems of 
1/i,· llapnsmal Luurgy, second edn (London, r970), pp. r 86-7. 
'lri~i11em quam sumpsic in utero Virginis, posuit in fonre baptismatis, dedic aquac ''""" 
,/,·.!11 _111<11n: w rius enim Alllssimi et obumbratio Spirfrus Sancti~ quae fecit ut M ario ra1·­
' 1.·1 .\11l11a.1orem , eadem facu ut regeneret unda credentem, Leo I, Sermon 25, par. 'i, c·d . 
1\ ( :h:ivasse, S a11cri Leonis Magni Romani pontificiS tractatus sepcem e1 mmai:i111c1, ; v"I'. 
I :1 :st. 1.1x 118/\ (Turnhout, 1973), vol. 1, p. 123, trans. J. Freeland and A. c 'onw;1y, s.11 111 
I•" 1/i,· I ;,.,.,u. s ..,·11w11s, Fathers of the Church 93 (Washington , 1996), p. 10 1 . . 
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The Ruthwell Cross, a sculptured monument some six metres high, 
can be dated to the first half of the eighth century. It was erected at 
what eighth-century clerics, including Anglo-Saxon clerics, would have 
thought of as the ends of the earth: a small ecclesiastical settlement at 
the extreme north-west of English territory, an area which had only 
recently come under Anglian control.23 Nevertheless, that cross provides 
the most sophisticated visual and verbal celebration, anywhere in pre­
Carolingian Europe, of the 'Roman', and in particular the 'Gelasian' 
ceremonies of Christian initiation: catechumenate and baptism, cul­
minating in the reception of the body of Christ in the Eucharist. For 
understanding the Ruthwell Cross, it is important to be aware of that 
unified progression, Catechumenate - Baptism - Eucharist. As we shall 
see, the cross was designed by an experienced liturgist, for a commu­
nity which evidently performed some variety of the Roman liturgy, no 
doubt with the local variants usual in the period. The cross is unique in 
insular sculpture in being provided with a wealth of inscriptions, in two 
languages (Latin prose and English verse) and in two scripts, Roman 
and runic: an eighth-century runic edition of the central narrative of 
the crucifixion poem, later preserved as The Dream of the Rood, forms an 
essential part of the original design. 2 4 Clearly the designer was uniquely 
optimistic about the present and future literacy, and continued liturgical 
awareness, of his or her community. It is likely that this optimism was 
unrealistic: when, at the end of the eighth century or at the beginning of 
the ninth, the community added a crucifixion panel on the base of the 
first side of the cross, they made no provision for inscriptions on it; and 
no later high cross, whether from Britain or from Ireland, has anything 
like the wealth or variety of tituli that we find at Ruthwell. It would seem 
that the golden moment, in which liturgy, literacy, and learning could 
fuse in a unique synthesis, soon passed, never to recur. A major schol­
arly problem in discussing the Ruthwell Cross is how to understand, and 

account for, its uniqueness. 

" 6 Carrag:tin~ R£tual and the Rood, figs. I- 4 (pp. xxi-xxi~) provides a full map of t:he 
Ru[.hwell Cross iconography and inscriptions and in later pages, a full set of photO­
graphs ohbc monurnenr. Good sets of photographs of the monument can also be found 
ir1 B. Cassidy (ed.), The Rmlm:ell Cross (Princewn, 1992), and in F. Orton, l. Wo d 
and C.A. Lees, Fragmenrs of Hisrory. Rethinking the Ruthwell and Bewcastle Monuments 

(Manchester, 2007). 
·' ) o'1 ir recent debate on this question, see E . Okasha, 'Script mixing in Anglo-Saxon inscrip-

1 i1111s ', in A. R. Rumble (ed.), Wri.JinJi qnd Texts in Anglo-Saxon England (Woodbridge, 
S11ff11lk, 2006), pp. 62-70 (at p. 66); E. 0 Carragain, 'Who then read the Ruthwell poem 

111 1lil' l'i~hth ccnrury?', in C . Karkov and H. Damico (eds.), Aedificia Nova. Studit:.( i11 
//,,11,•1 o/ N.ismwrv Cramp (Kalamazoo, Ml, 2008), pp. 43-75; P. Conner, 'The Ruthwdl 
111 ,,11 1r11ll·r11 runi<:. poem in a tenth-century context', Review of English Scudies 59 (200!\ ), 

l'I' .'"'! ·11 . 
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The rest of this chapter concentrates on how 'Roman' ideas of the 
catechumenate, the reconciliation of sinners, and Lent were reflected 
in a tightly organized series of images on the first broad side of the 
Ruthwell Cross. It is best to start at the centre of the programme of the 
first broad side: that side probably faced East originally and, if so, was 
illuminated each day by the morning sun. 2 5 Here, between Annunciation 
and Visitation panels, the designer juxtaposed two images of encounter 
with Christ (Fig. 4 .r). The sequence on the shaft was clearly designed 
to be read upwards from the Annunciation panel. Just above that panel 
comes an image of what the catechumenate involved: Christ heals the 
man blind from birth Gohn 9:1-38), an image of conversion. Next, above 
that image of enlightenment and just below the Visitation panel, we get 
an image of repentance: the woman who was a sinner kneels at the feet of 
Christ (Luke T36-50). Each of these two images had strong associations 
with Lent, the season in which the catechumens were prepared for bap­
tism, and in which the public sinners, as well as the whole community, 
did penance. The long captions for these panels quote from appropriate 
Gospel pericopes, each of which has Lenten associations. The healing of 
the man blind from birth in St John's Gospel (9:1- 38) was chanted as 
the Gospel for mass on Wednesday of the fourth week in Lent, at a major 
ceremony (the 'opening of the ears' or apertio aurium) in which the four 
Gospels were symbolically 'handed on' to the catechumens, preparing 
for Easter baptism. 26 The high-relief sculpture represents the dramatic 
moment when Christ, having mixed earth with his own spittle, anoints 
the sightless eyes of the man born blind. Like the archangel Gabriel 
in the Annunciation panel just below, Christ leans forward slightly. A 
thin incised line runs from Christ's right hand to the blind man's face 
(Fig. 4.1): a rod may originally have been attached along this line, to 
represent, in a vivid three-dimensional image, the rod with which Christ 
applied to the blind man's eyes earth that he had mixed with his spit­
tle. The designer has chosen to focus our attention on an action which 
implied that the enlightenm~nt of faith particularly involved a response 
to Christ, in whom God has become man. Augustine had seen Christ's 
mixing of his own spittle with (Adam-like) earth as symbolizing the way 
in which Christ had, in his own person, forever unified the divine with the 

25 Throughout this paper, I assume that the Ruthwell Cross was originally designed to 
stand out of doors, and that it was oriented as the related Bewcastle cross-shaft still 
is: that is, that the sequence of panels representing Christ acclaimed by the Beasts, and 
John the Baptist poin~ing to the Agnus Dei, originally faced west at Ruthwell, as they still 
do at Beweastle: see 0 Carragain, Rirual and the Rood, pp. 32-4 7. 

"' For the aperzio aurium ceremony, see Ordo Romanus xr, ed. Andrieu, vol. n, pp. 
365- 447. 
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Fig. 4. r. Ruthwell Cross: The Blind Man; Mary Magdalene 

human: 'And we were born blind from Adam, and we have need of him 
who enlightens. He mixed saliva with earth: "The Word was made ftci;h 
und dwelt among us." "7 As we shall see, this first side of the Ruthwdl 

• · Iii 110.< .11• A '""' coca uwi s11m1a, 111 i7lo illurninaure opus habcmus. J\lfi. 1ii1 se1li1111111 01111 11•m1: 

'I i•r/111111 , 11111 fai·111111 ,~~r, .:1 habirauir i11 11obi>' Augustine, Tracunes l'n .1 John\ . '.•:•1wl· 
s, 111,.11 , /111 ,./11 , f11 •11\/iru i11 lua111tis .:van(!elium 1rac1arus GXXW, ed. R. I\ 1llc01~ . C.C .. \/ . 10 

(l\1111l111111 , 111 ~ 1 J. lhK11111~ 34, '.) li11i;~ 6 ~,p. 3 1 - . Sce~ls(1 'lrum1111 1 4, .p. ,Xl . 
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Cross uniquely relates spiritual growth (conversion in this pan 1, rep ·111 -

ance in the panel just above) to the Incarnation of Christ and his gr wt h 
toward birth in the Virgin's womb. For this designer, conversion and 
repentance primarily involved responses to the humanity of Christ: onl 
through such responses could Christ's divinity be inruited. 

The lection telling of the repentance of the woman who was a sinner 
(Luke T36-so) was read just before Lent. Gregory the Great, followed 
by Bede, identified this repenrant woman with Mary Magdalen. Thus 
the RuthwelJ community would have seen this vivid scene as beginning 
a major spiritual b iography: the repentant love which here brought her 
forgiveness would lead Mary Magdalen to stand by the cro s on Good 
Friday Gohn 19:25), and, on Easter Sunday, to be commanded by the 
risen Christ to announce the resurrection to the apostles Gohn 20:17) . 
The Ruthwell titulu.s emphasizes how intense her repentance was: 'She 
brought an.alabaster box of ointment and standing behind, (beside) his 
feet she began to moisten hi feet with tears, and with the hair of her own 
head she wiped (them)' (Luke 7:37- 8).'8 These verses were paraphrased 
in a Roman antiphon sung on Holy Thursday the day when public sin­
ners who, in order to do Lenten penance, had been formally 'expelled' 
from the church on Ash Wednesday, were reconciled and readmitted in 
time to celebrate Good Friday and Easter as members of the Christian 
communiry.'9 Once more the designer has cho en to tress that Lenten 
piritual growth involves a developing encounter with Christ s incarnate 

divinity. The sculptor has skewed Christ's legs towards the right of the 
panel so that both of his feet are visible (Fig. 4.1). Mary's intent face 
bends over his right foot to bathe it with her tears, while she rretches out 
her right arm and hand to dry his leftfoot ~;th a smooth bank of her hair. 
Mary Magdalen responds here to Christ' humanity, ymbolized by his 
feet with an intense love which will lead her, as the great contemplative, 
to worship his divinity by anointing his bead (Mark 14:3, 8; Matt. 26:7) . 
As Bede put it, 

By ur Lord's he.ad, which Mary anointed is represented the sublimity of his 
divinity and by hjs feet the humility of his Incarnation. We anoint his feet 
when we proclaim wirh due praise rhe mystery of the Incarnation which h 
took up n him elf, we anoim his head when we venerate the loftiness of hi 
divinity with an assenr that is worrhy of being spoken of.3° 

' , l1111/i1 al11b1J.1rn1111 v11frI»imti. & sran:s retro secvs pe.de .. eivs lacrimis. wepit rigarc. pedcs dvs. &· 
<1p1/11'. c 1piris sv i wrgcbar: ·c· 6Carraeain Rinial and rlie Rnod, p·. 131. 

11w nm1phon is quoted and discus cd in 6 Carragain Ritual and ihe Rood, p. 132. 

I \·r, .t/1111 11111 .. 111 d1•11111d quod 1111.xir i\.foria 11blimi1as dim-11i1ads .:i11s per pafJ;s l11111ulitClS 1lww~ 
111 111n1111 • . {ll'/11111111-. /:1 f><•d(f tll/J{llllllS cius cum Tll)~·1erium suscepwc incamari111tis debit a I 111rl1• 
J•1·•• rli . 1111111 n1{1111 1111~/fflll \ r 11111 • ·cdh·111ia111 dfr1initan"s dff!Tlu ucrbi opi11ia111: ucm·n111111r, 
II ·.t •, I lu1111ll ·~. lkdu · I l·n1•rt1h1Hs I lumiliamm h" •an~.clii Li/:iri II, cd. D. I I 11n.1, < :C.W. I .!.2, 
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The theme of 'the Word made flesh', the Incarnation of divinity in 
Chrisr is an important aspect of the paired images of conversion and 
repentance.we nave just examined. But those paired panels are themselves 
framed by two panels, which together represent Christ's Incarnation and 
growth towards birth: the Annunciation panel below, and the Visitation 
panel above, on the upper stone (Figs. 4.2, 4.3). Throughout Europe, 
the Annunciation and Visitation lections were read, in that order, in the 
weeks before Christmas: Christ's Advent was seen to comprise three pro­
gressive stages, Annunciation-Visitation-Nativity. In the second half of 
the seventh century, the Annunciation and Visitation lections found add­
itional uses, when the four so-called Marian feasts were introduced into 
the Roman (and Rome-inspired) liturgical year. The Annunciation was 
now read, not only in Advent, but also on 25 March, on the feast of the 
Annunciation; and the Visitation was now read, not only in Advent, but 
also on 8 September, the Nativity of the Virgin Mary.3' At Ruthwell, the 
Annunciation is represented in a remarkably dramatic manner, as a con­
frontation between the archangel Gabriel, who advances from the left, 
and the Virgin Mary, who shrinks suddenly back: Mary's dress swings 
back so far that its hem invades the right border (Fig. 4 .2) . With her 
right hand Mary points at her own body just under her chin - a gesture 
expressing her perplexity - while her left hand clutches her dress in front 
of her body as though in surprise or alarm. The long Latin titulus can be 
reconstructed as Luke 1:28: 'The angel, coming in, said to her: "Hail, full 
of grace, the Lord is with thee: blessed art thou among women"' .32 

The idea that Mary is blessed among women seems to have been still 
more strikingly expressed in the damaged Latin titulus, in runes, for the 
Visitation panel on the upper stone (Fig. 4.3). On the left border the 
name 'Marp [a]' can perhaps be made out: if this reading is correct, it is 
possible that that damaged border at one time bore the names' [Maria et] 
Marl>[ a],' with reference to the sisters Mary and Martha of Bethany. The 
upper border apparently reads 'Mar[ia] m[ate]r +', 'Mary the mother 
[of Christ]' . The damaged inscription on the right border begins with 
runes which read 'dominnc:e c - ', ' ladies - ' : apart from the initial letter of 
the second word, the rest of the phrase is lost. Thus the Visitation panel 
seems to have praised Mary among other women, taking up the theme of 
the damaged left-border titulus for the Annunciation panel below (Luke 
1:28: 'among women': ' in mulieribus'). It was particularly appropriate to 

pp. 1 378 (Tumhout, 1965), Book Il, Homily 4, II. I05- ro, p. 2rn; trans. L.T. Martin 111111 
I), Hurst, Bede. Homilies on cite Gospels 2 vols. (Kalamazoo, MI, 1991), vol. 11, p. 37. 

" Sc, ') L nrmg:iin, Riwal 1.wd th~ Rood, pp. 9y--ro6. 
1' 1•1 111111·, '"'·' 111.xdm aJ ~am dixit lutv_e gratia plt"1/IJ Dominus tecum benedicta tu i11 nmlil't'i/!m . 

'1'111' 11111/111 l11r the panel i discu, scd in 6 an-again, Ritual and the Rood, pp. 9S IJ. 
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Fig. 4. 2. Ruthwell Cross: The Annunciation 

1111111e !Mary and] Martha of Bethany among these women. In the first 
pince, we have seen that Mary Magdalen (identified by Gregory the Great 
"nd Bede with Mary of Bethany) is movingly represented just below the 
Vh1il11tion panel, at the top of this side of the lower stone (Fig. 4.1): it is 
p111111ible that the beginning of the runic titulus, on the left border of the 
Vh1il111i11n panel ('[maria et] marp[a]'), was designed to be read upwards, 
-111r1l111' from just above the Mary Magdalen panel, in order to reinforce 
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Fig. 4.3. Ruthwell Cross: The Visitation; the Archer 

the thematic unity of the two stones. Secondly, the usual Gospel for the 
feast of the Virgin Mary's death and entry into heaven (15 August) was 
the story of Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42). On that day, the greatest 
Marian feast of the year, Christ's praise of Mary Magdalen, 'Mary has 
chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her' ,33 was by 

" I .11kc 10:42: Maria optimam partem elegit quae non auferetur ab ea. 
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implication applied to the Virgin herself. The transference of the lection, 
from the Magdalen to the Virgin, was startling but appropriate: the lection 
told how Mary of Bethany had chosen not to be a handmaid like Martha, 
but to listen to God's word. Christ's praise of her choice was now, on 
15 August, used to honour her namesake, the Virgin Mary: the handmaid 
of the Lord whose free choice to bear the Word would cause all genera­
tions to call her blessed.34 At Ruthwell, as usual, the spiritual implications 
of the liturgy are explored: the designer could hardly have found a more 
forceful way to reiterate the idea, already expressed on the lower stone, 
that Mary was blessed among women. In the Ruthwell Visitation panel 
the two mothers, Mary (left) and Elizabeth (right), celebrate their preg­
nancies with remarkably physical gestures. Elizabeth's open left hand, on 
which the separate fingers and thumb can be distinguished, touches and 
feels the life within Mary's womb, while Mary's right forearm reaches 
out to touch her cousin's left upper arm. Mary thus agrees, and collabo­
rates with, the exploratory gesture of her cousin. 

The Ruthwell designer directed our attention to the significance of 
those two pregnancies by placing a vivid archer, drawing his bow, in the 
small crosshead-panel just above the Visitation scene and below the lost 
transom (Fig. 4.3). Slung over the archer's left shoulder, and hanging 
down in front of his body, a large satchel acts as his quiver. In the satchel 
is a rectangular object, its edges slightly bevelled: the satchel seems to 
be a book-satchel, and the square object a copy of the Gospels or of 
Scripture.35 This archer seems to take his ammunition from the word of 
God: in Christian commentary, archers were traditionally seen as images 
of the preacher, who shoots the words of Scripture into the hearts of 
his audience.36 But it is likely that the reference in this archer panel is 
not general but specific: to Christ himself, the Word incarnate, and his 
cousin, John the Baptist, the 'messenger' (Mark 1:2: Latin, angelus). The 
key to interpreting the archer panel, and its context on the upper stone, is 
a passage from Isaiah (49:1-7) which certainly had particular resonance 
for clerical audiences in Northumbria, 'at the ends of the earth', because 
it began 'Audite insulae': 

Listen, ye islands, and give ear, ye people from afar 
The Lord has called me from the womb, 
From my mother's belly he has remembered my name 
And he has made my mouth like a sharp sword. 

" 6 arr:1gain, Ritual and the Rood, p. ro2. 
" E. · Carrag:iin, 'The Ruthwell crucifixion poem in its iconographic and liturgical con­

texts', Peritia 6-7 (1987-8), pp. I-71 (at pp. 41-2), Ritual and the Rood, pp. 141-3. 
1• l:J. Raw, 'The archer, the eagle, and the lamb', Journal of the Wllrburg and Counauld 

Institutes 30 (1967), pp. 391-4. 
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In the shadow of his hand he has protected me, 
:i,nd has placed me as a chosen arrow: 
he ha-s hidden me in his quiver37 

Early Christian commentary was unanimous in seeing this passage as a 
prophecy of the Incarnation of Christ, whose divine nature was hidden in 
a human body and further hidden, from Annunciation to Nativity, iri the 
womb of the Virgin Mary.38 For most of the year, we may assume that a 
literate member of the Ruthwell community would have seen the archer 
as primarily a reminder that, in the Visitation panel just below, Christ 
was still 'hidden in [God's] quiver', the womb of the Virgin Mary; and 
that the archer panel itself was a visual metaphor for the birth of Christ, 
the 'chosen arrow' who would then also be 'the light shining in the dark­
ness' Qohn 1:5) of midwinter. But just after the summer solstice, on the 
feast of the Nativity ofJohn the Baptist (24 June), these same verses were 
reshaped to form the libretto of the Introit, or solemn entrance-chant, for 
the mass of the day, De ventre matris meae: 

Antiphon: From my mother 's womb the Lord has called me by my name: he 
has made my mouth like a sharp sword; he has protected me under the covering 
of his hand, and placed me like a chosen arrow. 39 

The first scriptural reading for that midsummer Mass reminded every 
literate cleric of the source from which the Introit libretto had been 
shaped: it was the passage from Isaiah that we have just discussed 
('Audite insulae', 49:1- 7) .40 It is reasonable to conclude that, during the 
summer season in particular, the Ruthwell community would have seen 
the archer panel as primarily a reminder that, in the Visitation panel just 
below, John the Baptist was still 'hidden in [God's] quiver', the womb of 
Elizabeth; and that in the archer panel their community, a 'people from 
afar', had found a visual metaphor to represent the midsummer birth 
of John the Baptist, who 'was not the light, but came to give testimony 

" English trans. by the present author, from Biblia sacra Vrdgma, ed. R. Weber (Stungarl , 
t994) : all quotations from the Vulgate are from this eclition : audite insulae et adre11.ti1.· 
p.1p1ili de louge f Domi11us ab 111ero weavir me I De ~'i!llLre macris meae recordaw s est 11011n1111 
mei I £1 posuit QJ 111ewn q!lasi gladium acuium I In umbra manus suae protexit me I Iii /'•'""1 
nw sicw rngiaam e/;,cun11 I In farerra sua abscondit me. 

'' I 'nr a comprehensive survey of commentary on the passage see R.L. \Vilki:n, A . J( 
< '.hristman and M.J. Hollerich (trans.) Isaiah Interpreted b-J• Early Christian a11d !vf,·, //•1"il 
! :,.111111c111a10rs, The Church 's Bible (G rand Rapids, 2 007) pp. 363- 74. 

,. . T r:11 is. hy the present author from R .]. Hesbcr1 (ed.) Amiph1mak 1\li.~sar11111 s,-.1111/'/·" 

11\rn" d s , 1935) , no. rr9, pp. r34- 5: AJ\~T. D e 'Vtln/Tc mains mem~ <'•1cavi1 111• 1>0•01111 >< • 
11 111111111 1111·0 & .. pos11ir os mewu ut gladium acu tu111 sub cegun1e111Lm1 JJw1111s s11t11' / ' l iJfr' \lf 111° 

/'".·"'' l lf•' 1/ll 11si sugirru111 elccta111 . 
,\ t l1.n·:1.,.,(', / .• ·s /n ·tio111wircs ro111oi11s de la M essc, 2 vols. (Fribourg-1..:n-Suissl', Jqt) \ l , , ., d 11 , 

I ' I . 
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to the light' Gohn 1:8). Ir is worth noting in passing, how daring! 111 1 
ginal were the liturgists (from Rome or from elsewhere?) who composed 
the mass for John's Nativity. Even though the patristic tradition alwnvs 
referred Isaiah 49 to Christ, never to John, an unnamed liturgist nl;W 
put it in John's own mouth: this transference of a scriptural lection, from 
Christ to his cousin, was just as daring as the transference, discussed 
above, of Christ's praise of Mary of Bethany into praise of his mother, 
the Virgin Mary. The Introit De ventre matris meae provided an unforget -
table tribute to John on his birthday, and stressed the uniquely intim­
ate links between the two cousins, whose conceptions and births were 
celebrated (in both the Roman and Gallican liturgies4') in a solar cycle 
which spanned the four seasons. Christ, the light of the world Qohn 1:5) 
was celebrated near the equinox and solstice on which the sun grew more 
powerful: bis conception on the 25 March (the seventh day before the 
first of April: VIII kalendas apriles) and his birth on 25 December (VIII 
kalendas ianuarias) . John, who was not rhe light but who gave testimony 
to the light Qohn 1:8) was celebrated near the equinox and solstice on 
which the sun began to diminish: his conception on 24 September (VIII 
kalendas octobres) and his birth on 24 June (VIII kalendas iulias) . Near 
the turning points of the sun's yearly course the liturgists who designed 
1he Christian solar cycle created a cosmic cross-pattern: its rationale is 
summed up in the Baptist's words 'it is for him to grow greater, and for 
1ne to grow less'.42 

To sum up: educated clerics, nuns or monks at Ruthwell, who regu­
l:1rly saw the monumerrt and who participated in the normal liturgical life 
.. r :1 clerical or monastic community, would have come, in the course of 
0 ·:1 ·ii year, to see the Visitation-Archer sequence as multivalent. Towards 
1111dsummer, the archer panels would have primarily interested them as 
.1 111l·1:iphor for the midsummer Nativity ofJohn the Baptist, who in the 
V1"'.11:1tion panel wa still in the womb of Elizabeth (rhe figure on. the 
111•.'11 ); 1owards midwinter, the archer wouJd have primarily interested 
1 I 1 • 111 : 1 s a metaphor for the midwinter N ativity of Christ himself, who in 
11 11 V1si1:.11ion panel was still in the womb of Mary. If, while it still stood 
<1 1 !11° · "lll·n air, the Ruthwell Cross was oriented as the Bewcastle cross-
11 ii 1 .. 1 ill is, Mary, whose son's conception and birth were celebrated 

"" 111• '1 •.r11wing days', stood on the south side of the Visitation panel, 

'" ' 11,, •' ' " II' k:"1 ' or John the Bnptist, ee L, Duchesne, Clrristia11 l%rship. fls Origiu 011.t 
' -'"" ' " "" 1 I .<1 11dnn, 1<J1 :!), p. z7r A. Cardin ali, Giovanni Barti ra' in F. Caraffa and 
• · ' \ , ,,, 111 1 ... 1 .. . 1, l/ih!i.11/wca .~a11ao1w11 13 vol . repr. (Rome. r998), vol. v1, cols. 59') 

I • 11•111·. t1•1 •J 111) . 

11 • il/11111 11/ 111rr, ·1 ,.,-,·suTc 111i.: a11rc111 111inui ; sec 6 Carragain, Rirual u11d 1!t1· !?11fli / , 

1 I 



Eamonn 6 Carragain 

and looked towards the north. Elizabeth whose son's conception and 
birth were celebrated on the 'lessening days', stood on the north side 
and looked rowards the ouch . N either of these alternative perspectives 
would ever have ~ontradicted the other: if in due season, one might have 
been of primary interest, the other was always present and also accepted. 
Each seasonal perspective complemented and enriched the other in the 
course of the liturgical year. At th relevant Nativity, at midsummer and 
midwinter the community celebrated how a ' chosen arrow', no longer 
'hidden in [Gods] quiver' as in the Visitation panel just below, had set 
out to pierce human hearts with God s word.43 This side of the upper 
stone continually reminded the Ruthwell community that, by carrying 
out their divine mission , the two ch en arrows' bad transformed the 
history of the world and in recent centuries, particularly that of Ireland 
and Britain those peoples fr m afar . Chri tianity had come from the 
south, and it is probable that the archer aimed bis arrow towards the 
north, the region of cold and darkness.44 

Jennifer O'Reilly has wrinen eloquently of the importance, for Bede, 
of the idea that Britain and Ireland were northern islands at the ends 
of the earth.45 In the Codex Amiatinus, the only marginal note to the 
Old Testament certainly added at Wearmouth-Jarrow specified Isaiah 
49:1.ff. as the Old Testament passage read -at mass on the Nativity of 
John the Baptist (24 June) : we can be certain, therefore that that feast 
wa celebrated at Wearmouth-Jarrow. 46 In commi sioning the Codex 
Amiatinus, and setting off in June 7r6 to bring it to Rome, Abbot 
Ceolfrid was careful to emphasize that the islands bad listened, and had 
incorporated Isaiah s prophecy into their own liturgical life in far-off 
Northumbria. Just as eloquently the Ruthwell Cross makes a similar 
statement: that the Ruthwell community, having assimilated the impli­
cations of the Lenten catechumenate, understood that growth to spir­
itual maturity involves re-enacting the growth of Christ towards birth 
from the Virgin's womb. 

•l E. 6 Carragiin, 'Chosen arrows, fuse hidden then revealed: the Visitation-An:hC"r 
sequence as a key to the unity of the Ruth.well Cross', in S. Baxter C. Karkov, J. 1 
·elson, and D. Pelteret (eds.), Early M edieval rudies in Memory of Pa/Tick Wbr11111!.I 

(Fnrnbam, Surrey, and Burlington, VT, 2009) pp . .:r85- 204. 
'" n rhe symbolic significance of 'north' in medieval imagery, sec B. Muurmnnn, flu 

J /i111111d.~ridmmge11 im Wd1biU:I. des M iuelalcers, f\.liinsccrsche .Nlinclal tc:r~chrifl II H 
(Munich 1976) pp. t35- 203; 0 Camigain Ritual and ihc Rood PP- q r- . 

" j ,O'Rci lly, ·tslands and idols at the ends of the earth: exegcsi and conversion 111 H .. 1~ · 
I frlrmw ccclcsianica' in S. Lebccq Ill al (eds.) Bede le V.miirablc. E11rn m.1diru111 •'I /w1•1•·111 

11,dk , .:005), PP- I 19-45. 
,. 1 , "l <· s /\111i:i1 inus , fol. 526r: see R Marsden, The Tex! of !he Old "frsru111c111 i11 .· I111:!0

' .\., ' · "' 

I 11 0;/.11 1.J I I :: 1111hrid~.: , 1995) , p. 189. 
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If, as seems likely, the first broad side of the Ruthwdl Cross, the side 
we have just examined, faced east, the sun shone on rha1 side every morn­
ing. In the course of the day, the sun swung past the south side, with its 
great vine-scroll for which the designer provided an d:.phrast ic vernacu­
lar verse titulus in runes. The two great columns or runes on the south 
side are designed to be read sunwise: first the right-hand l:olu11m, then 
the left. They tell, in a uniquely original narrative, how 011 < ioud l'riday 
Christ's Cross itself had bowed dovm to present his dead body Jo his f<.1 1-
lowers, gathered from afar, who received and contemplatl'd 1ha1 hod y. '7 

This vernacular narrative must have posed a challenge to any llnlllnkn 
who read the runes, or heard them sung: how were they, here and 1H1w :11 
Ruthwell, to recognize and contemplate Christ's body? Each :il°tcnHH111, 
the sun suggested a majestic answer to this challenge: towards eve11i11g i1 
shone on a uniquely rich sequence of Eucharistic images on the secllnd 
broad side of the cross (Figs. 4-4, 4.5). In that sequence (reading frlllll 
the bottom of the shaft) Christ is made known on the return from Egyp1 
(like the manna in the desert); in the breaking of bread, as at Iona (in 1lw 
Columban image of priest-monks breaking bread together, as Sts P:1ul 
and Anthony, monks but not priests, had once done in the desert); as 
acclaimed even by two wild beasts, who cross their paws between their 
bodies to form a chi- (X-) pattern (Fig. 4-4), the initial letter of the mes­
sianic title, 'Christ'; and, on the upper stone, as the Agnus Dei (Fig. 4 .5). 
· l'his second broad side thus brings to completion the catechumenal pro­
gramme of the first side: during the Easter Vigil, as the climax of the rites 
< 1f initiation, the neophytes (including infants) always proceeded, or were 
carried by their godparents, from the baptismal font to receive their first 
< '. ommunion.48 

On the second broad side of the upper stone Christ and John the Baptist, 
hidden but implied in the Visitation panel and referred to metaphorically 
111 1 he Archer panel, are finally revealed in eschatological glory. John the 
ll:ip1ist, now fully grown, stands facing the viewer (the original majesty 
..1 hi s standing figure is lessened by damage to the panel). Clad in soft 
1 I 1111 rgical?) garments, he points across his body towards the Agnus Dei, 
"1111 srands proudly, cradled in John's left arm (the Lamb faces in the 
1111 w direction as the archer on the opposite side: perhaps north origin-

1I I1 1 • 1 ·11e scene clearly refers to the heavenly liturgy of the Apocalypse, in 
111111 11 liil' Lamb of God is a central figure.49TheAgnus Dei, and its place 

I • ., iii « 1csi, :ind full analysis, see 6Carragain, Ritual and the Rood, pp. 180-222 . 
11 ... I . I ' I' I .•.<; (>. 

.. • !( , 1·d:i11,,11 .1:1 6: 17, and 1- Hawkes, E.OCarragain, and R. Trcnch-Jdlicoe, ·j,,J111 
,1,. ll.q•11 .. 1 :111.I 1l1e· 11g11w /lei: Ruthwcll (and Bcwcastle) revisited', A11ti</llllri<'s }""'"'" 

t i " "1 I l, I ' I I I \I ~ ~ 
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Fig. 4. 4. Ruthwell Cross: Priests breaking bread; Christ acclaimed 
by two beasts 

in the heavenly liturgy, had become, since the beginning of the eighth 
century, an important feature of the Roman mass: Pope Sergius had 
Jin:cted that the chant 'Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, Miseren: 
nohiK' ('Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy 

/ 
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Fig. 4.5. Ruthwell Cross: John the Baptist acclaims the Agnus Dei; 
St Matthew acclaimed by his symbol, the Angel 

81 

on us') should be sung repeatedly in each mass by the assistants and 
1,c11plc while the celebrant silently broke bread for Communion.so If, on 

.. ti . (') Curragain, 'Liturgical innovations associated with Pope Sergius and the iconog­
r11phy of the Ruthwell and Bewcastle Crosses', in R Farrell (ed.), Bede andAnglo-Saxm1 
111111/11111/, HAR 46 (London, 1978), pp. 131-47; 6 Carrag3in, Ritual and the Rood, pp. 163, 

'"' v. 
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the first side of the upper stone, the titulus of every panel (even when, as 
in the Visitation panel, it was in Latin) was 'hidden' in runic script, now 
on the second' side every titulus is proclaimed in Latin and in Roman 
script, the language and script of learning and of liturgical celebration. 
The designer has 'placed' the two scripts so as to reinforce the icono­
graphic progression between the panels: from chosen arrows, hidden in 
God's quiver, to the full revelation of John's continuing role, now in the 
liturgy of heaven, as messenger of the Lamb s triumph. Like the Codex 
Amiatinus and the Lindisfarne Gospels, the Ruthwell Cross asserts, with 
confident coherence, that rbe communiry at Rurbwell have grasped the 
essentials of the Roman liturgy· that they have enriched it in local cript 
with a highly original local narrative of Christ's heroic death (the runic 
verse tituli for the vine-scrolls of the lower stone); and that they have also 
placed a panel designed to recall the new Roman 'Agnus Dei' chant for 
the breaking of bread in significant relationship to a panel designed to 
recall a local (Iona) tableau for the Eucharistic breaking of bread between 
abbot and visiting priest (the 'Paul and Anthony' panel).5' 

Simply to point out the liturgical reminiscences on the Ruthwell Cross 
is to miss the point: it is vital to understand that these reminiscences 
have been transformed into a unique imaginative construct, at once vis­
ual and verbal, which in rbe service of its unified 'local theology' brings 
together sculpture, iconography, and poetic chant, in Latin and English, 
in Roman script and runes.52 The designer' most interesting achieve­
ment was to develop, from a profound knowledge which can only have 
come with years of practice, a coherent meditation on the relevance of 
public rituals, most but not all derived from Rome, to the devotional life 
of the Ruthwell communiry. However, it is only by attention to eighth­
century liturgical practice that we can appreciate the ideas and themes 
from which this synthesis was fashioned: those modern studies which 
ignore or dismiss the liturgical evidence have invariably failed to appre­
ciate the coherence of the cross, and in particular the function and dyna­
mism of the upper stone.s3 We do not possess a single page of manuscript 

" E. 6 Carragain, 'Ruthwell and Iona: the meeting of Sc Paul and StAmhony revisited ", in 
M. Meek (ed.), Th11Moder11TraveTler w our pasc. Srudies in ho11ourof A1111 Hamlin (Grt:w111, 
Northancs 2006), pp. 138- 44; 6 Carrilgain, Ritual and the Rood, pp. 153-60. 

" n the concept of ' local theologies', sec T O'Loughli:n, Celtic Theo!t>gy. Hu111ani1y, ~i;;,,1, 1 
1111d Gvd i11 Ear/,y l ri;h Writings (London and New York, 2000), pp. 7- 10. 

' I' M cyvacrr, 'A new perspective oo the Rurhwcll Cross: Ecclesia and Vita M nas1 ic11', 111 
::i~~idy (ed.), The Ruthwdl Cross, pp. 95- 166, misimerpreced both the Visicadon and th< 

. 11:1111$ /)ci pllnels on rhe upper srone and, on that basi , proposed thac rha1 Sl nc ~h1•u ld 
h• 1 ·~cr~cd . In rbis disintegrative approach, he was followed by L'.O'Ncill, '11 pill tr 1111 

,.,,,/,, ""':r,r1•,·11; wirlr .wnre inscription upon ir'. l;f.har is 1/tu RmJ1wdl .ms?, BAR, Hr111 h 
·,,, ,., " 1'•7 ( I lxli>nl, 2005), and by O rton, Wood, and Lees, Frag111c111s of llisrol'\' 
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evidence for the existence of the vanished community at Ruthwell: but 
their great high cross still proclaims that they, 'at the ends of the earth', 
shaped images, derived from rituals imported both from Rome and from 
Iona, into a new and uniquely coherent exploration of how spiritual 
growth in the womb of the Church could kad to Eucharistic participa­
tion in Christ's heroic death and to his acclamation, in the liturgies of 
earth and of heaven, as 'Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccala mundi'. 
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