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Welcome Back!
The Forum for Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies in Ireland is pleased to commence the 
academic year with a new issue of Cuttings. 

This issue features an interview with John Thompson; a report 
on the Royal Irish Academy’s recent launch of the writings of 
St Patrick; and a feature on the events to mark the anniversary 
of the translation of the relics of St Fursey. 

As ever, items of interest for inclusion in the newsletter can be 
sent to editor Carrie Griffin (carrie.griffin@ucc.ie). 

Wishing you all the very best for autumn!

Ann Buckley, Carrie Griffin, and Emer Purcell, FMRSI
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ST PATRICK: FROM HUMAN BEING TO MEDIEVAL SUPERHERO — AND 
BACK AGAIN! 

Royal Irish Academy launch online resource for investigating the saint’s own writings

Not everyone realizes that there are two Latin works, still surviving, that can definitely be attributed 
to Patrick’s own authorship. Composed in the fifth century and preserved in manuscripts dating 
from the 800s onwards, these are the very oldest texts, in any language, written in Ireland that are 

still extant.

These texts prove that St Patrick really existed, because they allow us to define the historical Patrick 
as the person who wrote them.  This real St Patrick is thus the very first recordable individual that 
we can identify for certain in Ireland. On 14 September the Royal Irish Academy published his 
writings in a freely accessible form on line at www.confessio.ie, both in the original Latin and in a 
variety of modern languages (including Irish).

Reading through them, however, one may be surprised to find that there’s nothing about Patrick 
banishing snakes from Ireland;  nothing about victorious contests with the druids;  nothing about 
overthrowing pagan idols and cursing kings and kingdoms – not even the shamrock is mentioned! 
But those elements are an important part of the popularly held image of Patrick. 

The point is that these elements and many others came to be attributed to the figure of Patrick in 
later times, beginning in the Middle Ages. This development is itself an interesting phenomenon, 
so the Academy project will also explain — by means of specially commissioned essays by a variety 
of experts — how and why it was that the two brief texts by the historical evangelist were subse-
quently extrapolated so as to project the better-known figure of hagiography and folklore.

The Editors of the St Patrick’s 
Confessio Hypertext Stack, 
Drs Franz Fischer and An-
thony Harvey, join the 
Archbishops of Dublin, the 
Most Revd Dr Diarmuid Mar-
tin and the Most Revd Dr Mi-
chael Jackson, and the Presi-
dent of the Royal Irish Acad-
emy, Professor Luke Drury, to 
celebrate the launch of the 
Stack and its accompanying 
booklet (picture by John T. 
Ohle Photography, © 2011 
Royal Irish 
Academy).
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The point is that these elements and many others came to be attributed to the figure of 
Patrick in later times, beginning in the Middle Ages.  This development is itself an interesting phe-
nomenon, so the Academy project will also explain — by means of specially commissioned essays 
by a variety of experts — how and why it was that the two brief texts by the historical evangelist were 
subsequently extrapolated so as to project the better-known figure of hagiography and folklore.

Designed to be of interest to the general public as well as to academic researchers, the St Patrick’s 
Confessio Hypertext Stack includes such features as digital images of the medieval manuscripts in-
volved, a specially commissioned historical reconstruction that evocatively describes life in pre-
Viking Ireland, audio presentations, and some ten thousand internal and external digital links that 
make it truly a resource to be explored. The Stack, which has been funded for three years under 
the Programme for Research in Third-Level Institutions (Cycle Four), provides free access to a 
piece of heritage that can be claimed by the most diverse components of Irish society. To symbol-
ize this, its publication was marked on 14 September by a launch at Academy House, Dawson 
Street, that included the joint participation of the Church of  Ireland and Roman Catholic 
Archbishops of Dublin.

Further information is available from the Project Leader, Dr Anthony Harvey 
(e-mail dmlcs@ria.ie) 
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The 755th Anniversary of the Translation of St Fursey (597–c.649) 

17 September 1256–17 September 2011

The 755th Anniversary of the Translation of the relics of St Fursey and the dedication of a new 

church in his honour at Péronne, northern France, was marked this year by two events organised by 

the Fursey Pilgrims (www.furseypilgrims.co.uk). Their aim is to encourage renewed interest in the 

life and times of this first named known missionary to Norfolk and a deeper understanding of the 

spirituality of that era. The Pilgrims sponsor an annual Fursey Lecture and a publication series. 

They are keen to foster links with scholars in Ireland and in France, and welcome being informed 

of new research.

  

Fursey, a 7th-century Irish pilgrim monk, founded his first monastery outside of Ireland in the area 

of Burgh Castle, Norfolk, before eventually settling in France. To honour this historic three-way 

connection, the occasion was celebrated at Norwich Cathedral by sung Vespers from Fursey’s 

Office on the eve or Vigil of the Feast of the Translation, Friday 16 September. This was the first 

modern presentation of the Office from a new edition of the original manuscript by Dr Ann 

Buckley, and was sung by the Lay Clerks and Choral Scholars of the Choir of Norwich Cathedral 

(directed by Tom Primrose, Assistant Organist).  

Left: A prayer service within 
the walls of the Roman fort at 
Burgh Castle, believed to be 
the site of St Fursey's monas-
tery



5

Cuttings October 2011

The only complete version of the medieval Office for St Fursey is found in a 13th-century manuscript 

together with two accounts of his Life (known as Vita 1 or Transitus, late 7th c., and Vita 2, c. 1100), 

and a copy of Bede’s chapter on Fursey’s life and visions from the Ecclesiastical History of the English 

People (c.731). The survival of this manuscript is itself somewhat miraculous. It was preserved in Paris 

in the library of the Sainte-Chappelle until moved to the Arsenal Library in 1798 at the time of the 

French Revolution. It is thought that the book was presented to King Louis IX of France (St Louis, 

b.1214–d.1270) on the occasion of the ceremony in Péronne, the purpose of which was to offer 

thanksgiving for his safe return from the First Crusade. A contemporary account mentions that the king 

placed his royal seal on the shrine along with those of the bishops in attendance.

The feastday itself was celebrated by a pilgrimage to Burgh Castle where an ecumenical service was 

held at St Peter and St Paul’s Church followed by a procession to the Roman fort nearby with a prayer 

service led by Fr James Walsh, Dean of St John’s Cathedral, Norwich, and Canon David Abraham, of 

the Fursey Pilgrims. It is believed that St Fursey founded his monastery within the walls of the fort. The 

church itself has a stained glass window dedicated to the saint, and a modern ringed cross in his honour 

is situated in the graveyard near the main entrance.

Above: St Peter and Paul’s Church, Burgh Castle, and the Fursey Window.

Text and pictures by Ann Buckley
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CÚPLA NÓIMÉAD …

John Thompson

How did you come to medieval/Renaissance studies?
  
I came up to Queen's from Tyrone to avoid farming and study History; 
it was John Bossy's lectures on Renaissance religion, delivered through 
a haze of cigarette smoke in an antique lecture theatre in 'staircase R' 
(and that wonderful book by Keith Thomas called Religion and the Decline of Magic) 
that sealed my fate.

Who was your most inspirational teacher/mentor, and why?

Can I mention two or three? Alastair Minnis in Queen's, Frances McSparran in Ann Arbor, and Derek 
Pearsall in York/Harvard. Not only did they teach and mentor well as a matter of course but they took 
me seriously and showed my generation the lasting scholarly importance of friendship and conviviality 
as well as hard work. 

What is the last conference you attended?

The Early Book Society gathering in honour of Toshiyuki Takamiya last July in York. What a great 
and friendly mix of old and new scholars! 

Which book(s) are you currently reading?

John Van Engen's Sisters and Brothers of the Common Life; Andrew Pettegree's The Book in the Ren-
aissance, and Leontia Flynn's Profit and Loss - can you see the failed historian and frustrated poet in my 
choices?

What are your hopes for the future of early studies in Ireland?

That it has a future and that we ensure that it has by focussing as much on teaching new generations of 
students as we do on writing our articles and books. 

What achievement in your career are you most proud of, and why?

I liked the moment when I sat as a postgraduate student in the Students' Room in the (old) British Li-
brary with the two Thornton manuscripts brought side by side for the first time in centuries through my 
efforts and the good grace of the BL and the Dean and Chapter of Lincoln Cathedral - nowadays that 
can be done easily enough by the miracle of digital photography but then it was pretty special. The day 
Ryan Perry found a hitherto unrecognized fragment of the Middle English                         Continued...
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CÚPLA NÓIMÉAD … (continued)

      Prose Brut  in the Library at Queen's was also a remarkable landmark, as is every occasion when my 
current and former students demonstrate their cleverness, ingenuity and achievement. 

What's your guilty pleasure when working?

I used to smoke but now I drink a lot of good-quality coffee - does it show in my publications? 

What excites you most about teaching medieval/early modern topics to students?

I like the fact that they often show me how little I know and how much they now know because of what 
they have learned from me! 

In your opinion can Irish medievalists do more to promote what they do, and how?

Yes; 'Borderlines' is a model of its kind for medievalists on this island. Why don't we meet more of-
ten? 

What is your favourite historical novel/movie/website to do with the early periods?

I'm currently a great fan of day 3 in nearly every episode of 'Time Team' - sorry it's television that 
counts for me in this respect. 

If you could be transported back in time to witness something, what would it be?

I'd like to witness Adam Pinkhurst's response to Linne Mooney - Chaucer's response to his modern 
textual critics wouldn't be a bad experience either. (There's a lot of truth in fiction and a lot of fiction in 
history!)

Which historical figure do you most admire?

It changes day by day, and I have a soft spot for the many creative writers who offer themselves as the 
chroniclers of their era, or the countless anonymous craftsmen and labourer-slaves on whose shoulders 
we now stand to view the material remains of the Middle Ages. In terms of political leadership, I am 
currently completely in awe of Henry VII and the miracle of Bosworth Field - similarly to the pictures 
streamed to us now from another battle for hearts and minds in Libya, Shakespeare makes the Bos-
worth outcome seem inevitable, but it was complicated and messy and just how did Henry snatch that 
victory against all the odds? 

John J. Thompson is Professor of English Textual Cultures at Queen’s University, Bel-
fast, and Director of the AHRC-funded Geographies of Orthodoxy Project (QUB & 

St Andrews). He is also a member of FMRSI’s Advisory Board. 
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FIND US ON 

Become a fan of the 
FMRSI at: 

http://www.facebook.com/p
ages/Forum-for-Medieval-

and-Renaissance-Studies-in-
Ire-

land/167725991439?v=wall

HIGHLIGHTS FROM FMRSI WEBSITE: 
OCTOBER

Employment: Lecturer in Early Medieval History, UCD: 
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/2011/09/27/employment-lecturer-in-
early-medieval-history-c-400-1000-ad-ucd/

CFP: International Medieval Symposium in Paris: 
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/2011/09/25/cfp-the-international-
medieval-society-in-paris-symposium-28-30-june-2012/

CFP: Markets, Law and Ethics, University of Sheffield:
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/2011/09/19/cfp-markets-law-and-ethics-
sheffield-22-24-june-2012/

News: Ríocht na Midhe Prizes for Graduate Research:
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/2011/09/19/news-riocht-na-midhe-prizes
-for-postgraduate-research/

Event: Conference on the Secularization of Religious Houses, 
Oxford: 
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/2011/09/28/event-how-the-secularization
-of-religious-houses-transformed-the-libraries-of-europe-oxford/

Oénach: FMRSI Reviews
The Editor welcomes suggestions for titles for review in future issues 

of Oénach: FMRSI Reviews.

If you have a proposal for a review, please send an e-mail 
to: oenach.reviews@gmail.com.

Dr Ann Buckley, Editor; http://oenach.wordpress.com/reviews/


