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The Anglo-Saxon and the Irishman

Ever since the Venerable Bede wrote warmly of the
Irish in his Ecclesiastical History (c. 731), scholars have
been interested in relations between the peoples of Ire-
land and Britain. Bede emphasized the role of Irish
missionaries in the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to
Christianity and their subsequent intellectual contribu-
tion. Not surprisingly, scholarly studies of early Anglo-
Irish contacts have followed along the lines laid down by
Bede. Historians and literary critics have emphasized po-
litical or intellectual issues, particularly the Irish contri-
bution to devotional and judicial literature, while art his-
torians have been concerned more with stylistic borrow-
ings and interpretation. Their research has been aided
by the contribution of the archaeologists who have pro-
duced material remains from some likely and unlikely
places. This scholarly interest has been continued with
Anglo-Saxon/Irish Relations before the Vikings. The papers
in this volume (with one exception) were presented at a
joint meeting of the British Academy and the Royal Irish
Academy in October 2005. The eighteen papers are di-
vided into two sections: history, law, language, and lit-
erature in the first part; and art history and material cul-
tural in the second, with a concluding addendum.

While the chronological range of the papers theo-
retically could extend from the fifth century (or even
the fourth century if one wanted to make an argument
for direct cooperation during the Pictish Revolt) to the
late eighth century, the bulk of the discussion is con-

centrated on the period from the mid-seventh to mid-
eighth century. Reasons for the popularity of this pe-
riod are not hard to find, and they speak volumes about
the herd instincts of scholars. On the one hand, Anglo-
Saxon researchers have the comforting figure of the Ven-
erable Bede to provide guidance. His work so domi-
nates the academic horizon that several historical doc-
uments in translation are gathered in a popular book
with the title The Age of Bede (1998). Irish scholars, on
the other hand, have the comparative plethora of Irish
legal and devotional tracts from this era, which under-
line the western islandâs influence on its eastern neigh-
bor. The borrowing is visible in works such as Bedeâs De
natura rerum, influenced by the Irish scholar known as
Pseudo-Augustine, or the Irish presence in art that per-
sisted for decades after the Synod of Whitby oriented
the Northumbrian church towards the continent. The so-
called Golden Age of Northumbria would not have been
so bright without an Irish influence at even the most ba-
sic intellectual level, as Patrick OâNeill demonstrates in
his investigation of orthography in âThe Irish Role in the
Origins of the Old English Alphabet: A Re-assessment.â

Ecclesiastical contact provided the arena for a trade
in ideas within the framework of a shared belief between
the Irish and Anglo-Saxons. Evidence from the scripto-
rium is discussed in Roy Flechnerâs âAn Insular Tradi-
tion of Ecclesiastical Law: Fifth to Eight Centuryâ and Di-
armuid Scullyâs âBedeâs Chronica Maiora: Early Insular
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History in a Universal Context.â While those intellectual
contacts are properly emphasized in this volume, they
were important because the Irish and Anglo-Saxons were
not that dissimilar in their basic organization, thus shar-
ing many of the same problems and concerns. Because
they did not have the pleasure of occupation by the Ro-
man Empire, neither the Irish nor the Anglo-Saxons had
been forced to accept the social structures of the Mediter-
ranean area that accompanied the northward expansion
of Rome. Among both peoples, the inhabitants lived in
kingdoms of small farmers who dwelt in farmsteads or
scattered villages. When they converted to Christianity,
the urban framework of their new faith gave them the
task of integrating the physical structures of belief–the
church building and its appendices–into their landscape,
a point discussed by TomÃ¡s Ã CarragÃ¡in in âCemetery
Settlements and Local Churches in Pre-Viking Ireland in
Light of Comparisons with England and Wales.â Another
physical aspect was the practical arrangements for con-
tact or the pathways used by people in order to come into
contact with each other. Fiona Edmondsâs âThe Prac-
ticalities of Communication between Northumbrian and
Irish Churches, c. 635-735â is an important blending of
geography and history that offers a fresh appraisal, with
a concentration on the sadly neglected areas of Cumber-
land and Westmoreland.

Contacts between the Irish and the Anglo-Saxons
were varied enough to include both trade and immigra-
tion. Not all the metalwork was necessarily destined for
religious houses, any more than one royal court was the
sole buyer of secular pieces, as is demonstrated in Ragh-
nall Ã Floinnâs âThe Anglo-Saxon Connection: Irish
Metalwork, AD 400-800.â The familiarity brought about
by these ties led to interesting results. When ColmÃ¡n,
the unsuccessful Irish advocate at the Synod of Whitby,
and his mixed Irish and Anglo-Saxon community left
Britain, it is instructive that they initially settled in a
place that was almost as far as they could go, on an island
off the west coast of Ireland, before the Anglo-Saxons
were resettled at Mayo. The subsequent legend is investi-
gated by MÃ¡ire NÃ Mhaonaigh in âOf Saxons, a Viking
and Normans: ColmÃ¡n, Gerald and the Monastery of
Mayo.â The variety of these associations helps to explain
why the Irish are still found in Anglo-Saxon kingdoms
after the Synod of Whitby. Irish clergy remained among
the Anglo-Saxons for centuries, yet not everyone shared
Bedeâs benevolent attitude. While opposition might be
tied to intellectual orientation, as Jennifer OâReilly ar-
gues in ââAll that Peter Stands Forâ: The Romanitas of the
Codex Amiatinus Reconsidered,â the possibility of pique
at competition could also be part of it. In 816, the Coun-

cil of Chelseaâs strictures against Scoti administering the
sacraments shows that the Irish were numerous and in-
fluential enough to attract the attentions of a major eccle-
siastical meeting (to be fair, a similar statement had been
issued a few years earlier at the Council of Chalon-sur-
SaÃ´ne). In the ninth century there were Irish pilgrims
who insisted on visiting King Alfred and afterwards, in
the tenth century, Irish scholars educated St. Dunstan at
Glastonbury.

As in any collection of studies, there are some vari-
ations in theme. Several of the essays are not about re-
lations between the Irish and the Anglo-Saxons as such;
rather they are about traces of their separate activities
in areas such as Wales or the Isle of Man. Some of the
studies claim that they are merely a review of past work,
which is a tribute to former scholarship, but curious in a
volume produced by internationally known scholars un-
der the auspices of two of the worldâs leading scholarly
bodies. Other than Eogan Wamersâs essay âBehind An-
imals, Plants and Interlace: Salinâs Style II on Christian
Objects,â there is little evidence that the contributors are
aware of scholarship outside the English-speaking world.
This is unfortunate as some of the essays on sculpture, for
example, would have benefitted from the studies on dat-
ing monuments and identifying individual carvers car-
ried out in Sweden by Henry Freij and Laila Kitzler Ãh-
feldt, while researches of Scandinavian and German ar-
chaeologists on the physical aspects of trade exchanges
have led to the development of some innovative method-
ologies in connection with the contacts between differ-
ent groups of peoples. An additional aspect of Irish and
Anglo-Saxon contact omitted from this volume (no doubt
for the sake of good fellowship) is the warfare that ac-
companied the expansion of the Irish and Anglo-Saxon
colonists. Both peoples were successful predators, so it
is not surprising to find that they were warrior-oriented
communities. Their hunting grounds occasionally over-
lapped, as in the clash between Ãedan mac GabrÃ¡in of
DÃ¡l Riata and AEthelfrith of Northumbria at the bat-
tle of Degsastan, when Irish and Anglo-Saxon expansion
collided. They were also united in their continuation
of the ideals of pagan virtues that continued after their
conversion to Christianity. The similarities between the
Irish CÃº Chulainn and the Germanic Beowulf have been
noted by scholars, especially James Carney.

The contributions to Anglo-Saxon/Irish Relations be-
fore the Vikings are informative and provided with nu-
merous and helpful illustrations. These essays demon-
strate how much has been accomplished in early Irish
and Anglo-Saxon studies and offer directions for future
investigations.
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