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Call for Submissions 
Oenach: JFMRSI invites submissions for its first issue, to be published online in the summer of 2009. We 

welcome shorter articles on any topic Medieval and/or Renaissance, as well as new translations, and 

editions, manuscript descriptions, and other new findings, discoveries, and rediscoveries. The terms 

“Medieval” and “Renaissance” are intended in their broadest and most inclusive sense; that is:

• from the Late Antique to the Early Modern periods (roughly 4th - early 17th centuries CE/AD);

• in all parts of the world;

• including other cultures’ equivalents to a “Medieval,” “Renaissance,” or “post-Classical and pre-

Modern” period (if this happens to fall outside the aforementioned chronological period);

• including comparative work, especially work crossing traditional boundaries between “Medieval” and 

“Renaissance,” and work discussing - and indeed questioning - the very terms themselves;

To combat our field’s (broadly speaking) characteristic slow turn-around time and consequent slowness in 

pace, and in the interests of intellectual re-invigoration, Oenach is a digital journal and specializes in 

shorter articles, of two types:

•2,500-4,000 words: most of our articles will be in the form of “notes”: building, for example, on material 

presented recently at colloquia and conferences, or as postgraduate course-work;

•6,000-7,500 words: we will publish at most two or three such medium-length articles per issue.

For further details and a style sheet see: http://oenach.wordpress.com/ or contact the editors at 

oenach.journal@gmail.com. 
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Tadhg Ó Cianáin and San Gregorio al Celio
Dr Mícheál MacCraith, National University of Ireland, Galway

San Gregorio Magno on the Celian hill is the last church described by  Tadhg Ó Cianáin in his narrative 
Turas na dTaoiseach nUltach as Éirinn. Aodh Ó Néill visited this church on Thursday 13 November 1608. 
Given that the feast of St Gregory the Great occurred on 12 March (until its transfer to 3 September in the 
revised Roman Catholic calendar of saints in 1969), the date of this visit seems to deviate from the pattern 
of visiting churches on the patronal feastday. It  should be remembered, however, that the full title of the 
church is the abbatial church of Saints Andrew and Gregory, the latter having founded a monastery 
dedicated to the apostle on the grounds of his own palace at the end of the sixth century.  The feast of St 
Andrew  occurs on 30 November and while the manuscript reading is clearly  xiii and not xxx, it is not 
impossible that Ó Cianáin slipped in transcribing his notes, no longer extant, to his autograph copy  of the 
text.  There are already a number of chronological irregularities in the entries between 12 August and 29 
September and it seems that the final section of the narrative was assembled in a hurried disjointed 
manner. The list of station days contained in various editions of Le cose meravigliose dell’ alma città di 
Roma, the most popular contemporary  guide book to Rome, all give 30 November as the station day  in 
churches of St Andrew. Ó Cianáin’s own sentence that there was a station and a great, meritorious 
indulgence in San Gregorio on that day (13 November) tends to confirm the suspicion that  the Irishman 
slipped in this instance. The elaborate description of the entry  of Carlo Gonzago, Duke of Nevers, to 
Rome as the French ambassador on 20 November, and his subsequent reception by Pope Paul V seven 
days later, however, is a veritable purple patch of Irish prose and obviously crafted with great care. 
Perhaps Ó Cianáin’s concentration on this passage as the climax of his narrative, led him to place the visit 
to San Gregorio Magno before, rather than after Gonzago’s grand entrance. 

Be that as it may, the Ulster historian is much more concerned with Gregory the Great than with St 
Andrew in his dealing with the church:

In it there is a splendid round table of pure white marble from which he was accustomed to distribute each day their 
requirements in food and drink and every alms to Almighty God’s poor and needy. On one occasion the Lord Himself came in 
person to the table among the strangers, as a man like everyone else, as a mark of respect and honour to him for his charity and 

kindness, and He spoke to him face to face as he served and attended the poor( Ó Muraíle: 2007, 389).

Ó Cianáin is wrong here on a number of points. The table from which Gregory fed the poor is found not in 
the major church, but in an adjacent little chapel dedicated to St Barbara, also known as Triclinium 
Pauperum (dining room of the poor). It is not a runntábla ro-onórach marmair aoinghil (a splendid round 
table of pure white marble) with its Arthurian connotations, but a rectangular one. While the table itself  is 
very ancient, dating as far back as the third century  AD, the following inscription referring to the miracle  
was only added in the second half of the fifteenth century:

Bis senos hic Gregoriu pascebat egentes
Angelus et decimus tertius accubuit.(Gregory used to feed twelve people here and an  angel sat making thirteen.)

Not only is the reference to the angel contained in the inscription, but the fresco  on the wall opposite the table 
clearly  depicts the extra guest as a winged figure.   Ó Cianáin’s substitution of an Tighearna féin céadna (the 
Lord Himself ) can only derive from either a faulty memory or erroneous notes.  The walls of the oratory carry 
frescos  painted by Antonio Viviani between 1603 and 1604 depicting scenes from the life of Gregory the Great. 
Two of these are of particular interest, one depicting Gregory commissioning  St Augustine to evangelize the 
English, the other, under the heading apostolatus ad Anglos, showing the encounter between Augustine’s monks  
and Ethelbert, king of Kent.  Ó Neill cannot  but have been aware of the irony entailed in these two frescos, but as 
his wont, Ó Cianáin does not inform his readers as to the earl’s  reactions.

contd.
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Another little oratory, that of St Andrew, was adjacent to that of St Barbara. This oratory is believed to be the 
original church belonging to the monastery founded by Gregory on his family’s land when he abandoned the world 
and become a monk in 574. Cardinal Cesare Baronio, the famous historian, began the restoration of the chapel in 
1602,  to be succeeded on his death in 1607 by Cardinal Scipio Cafarelli Borghese, nephew of Paul V. The latter’s 
major contribution was his  success in employing two of the most noted artists of his day, Guido Reni and 
Domenichino, to decorate the church. Reni painted a  fresco of St Andrew contemplating his execution on the left 
hand wall, while Domenchini depicted the flagellation of the apostle on the right hand wall.  The paintings of St 
Gregory and his mother St Sylvia were made by Giovanni Lanfranco, Domechini’s great rival. Ó Cianáin makes no 
mention at all of this oratory, the ceiling of which depicts the cross of St Andrew and the Borghese coat of arms.  
The Earls had been entertained by Scipio Borghese soon after their arrival in Rome in the evening of  4 May, and it 
was the same cardinal nephew who sent them an invitation from the pope to attend the canonisation of Santa 
Francesca Romana on Thursday 29 May. Just to make sure that Ó Néill could not have been in any doubt of his 
patron’s contribution to the restoration and decoration of this oratory, the following inscription was placed above the 
south wall:

Scipio S. Chrisogono—presbyter cardinalis Burghesivs—monasterii commendarivs—oratorium a S. Gregorio 
extructum—fundamentis restitutis servavit variisqve—ornamentis illustravit.—an. M.DC.VIII.

Scipio Borghese also carried out the decoration of the adjoining oratory of St Sylvia, the mother of St Gregory, 
employing Guido Reni to depict a charming fresco of musical angels singing the glory of paradise in the apse. 
Unlike the two other oratories, this was not built until 1603, with all three being incorporated into one structure. The 
ornamentation was  only completed in 1609, however, a year after Ó Néill’s visit, and there is no mention of either 
St Sylvia or her oratory in Ó Cianáin’s narrative. 
Leaving the three little oratories and walking down the short incline to the left, one comes to the imposing set of 
steps leading up to the church of San Gregorio Magno. In the second year of his pontificate, Gregory the Great 
consecrated a second church to St Andrew on the site of the monastery he had founded. The monastery was 
abandoned after his death in 604, but Pope Gregory II (715-30) brought back the monks and built a church  in 
honour of his namesake on the site of the original monastery. Known for many years as the church of Sts Andrew 
and Gregory, the apostle’s name tended to be omitted from the title by the end of the first milennium.  San Gregorio 
Magno was completely transformed, externally by Giovan Battista Storia in 1629 for Cardinal Scipio Borghese, and 
internally by Francesco Ferrari between 1725 and 1734. The forecourt, however, contains some earlier tombs that 
cannot have failed to awaken Ó Néill’s interest. One was that of  Sir Edward Carne, a member of the delegations 
sent to Rome by Henry VIII on a number of occasions between 1529 and 1533 in an unsuccessful campaign to 
persuade the pope to annul his marriage to Catherine of Aragon. The epitaph is unspecifically coy and refers simply 
to Carne’s efforts de rebvus Britanniae regvm ad imperatorem ad reges bisq. ad romanam et apostolicam sedem. 
Carne  remained faithful to catholicism and served as ambassador to Mary and Philip, but stayed on in Rome after 
England’s return to protestantism. Oborto deinde post mortem Mariae in Britannia schismate sponte patria carens ob 
catholicam fidem cum magna integritatis veraq. pietatis existimatione decessit  … anno salvtis M. DLXI.  Another 
tomb is that of Sir Robert Peckham, one of Mary and Philip’s privy counsellors, qui cum patriam svam a fide 
catholica deficientem adspicere sine svmmo dolore non posset relictis omnibvs qvae in hac vita carissima esse 
solent in volvntatem profectvs exilivm post sex annos pavperibes Christi heredibvs testamento institutis sanctissime 
e vita migravit idib. sept. an. M. DLXIX aetatis svae liv. There is something poignant about these two religious 
exiles being buried on the site  from where Gregorio Magno sent the first missionaries  to convert England from 
paganism.  Ó Néill must have been aware of the irony of this situation, and with the realisation that neither Spain 
nor the papacy were going to fund a military expedition beginning to seep into his consciousness, one wonders did 
he see in Carne’s and Peckham’s death in exile, a foretaste of his own fate. Death had already claimed some of the 
most senior members of his entourage in Rome in 1608, Rudhraighe Ó Domhnaill dying in July, Cú Chonnacht 
Mag Uidhir in August, and Cathbharr Ó Domhnaill in September. 

contd.
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His sense of loss was accentuated even further with the death of his son Aodh, Baron of Dungannon, in September 
1609, when Ó Cianáin was in the process of compiling his narrative. The narrator offers no  reflections on Ó Néill’s 
grief, unfortunately, beyond noting that his son ‘would have been lord of Ceinéal Eóghain and the northern half of 
Ireland without contention or opposition” (Ó Muraíle; 2007, 305).
Ó Cianáin makes little mention of  the church itself beyond saying that it was consecrated by Gregory in honour of 
St. Andrew the apostle in the second year of his pontificate, that is in 592. As is his wont, the Irishman states that 
the church contains a large number of relics, including the hand of St Gregory and a tooth of St Peter (recte St 
Paul). He makes no mention at all of the saint’s cell nor of his seat, both of which are contained in the church. It is 
equally surprising that he does not allude to the famous image of the Virgin  that was reputed to have spoken to St 
Gregory. Cardinal Antonio Maria Salviati constructed a special chapel in 1600 to preserve this image. The frescos 
were painted by Giovanni Battista Ricci da Novara who was some years later to paint a fresco of the canonization 
of Santa Francesca Romana (29 May 1608) for the Gallery of Paol V in the Vatican Library, a fresco that would 
show Aodh Ó Néill in a prominent position behind Paul V.

Ó Cianáin also ignores the fresco in the Salviati chapel depicting Gregory the Great and the vision of St 
Michael the Archangel at Castel St’Angelo, but he had already  related this legend in his account of Ó 
Néill’s  activities on 29 September: 

On the twenty-ninth of September following, the feast of St Michael, Ó Néill went to the  church of St Michael in the Borgo. By 
Pope Gregory it was first erected.For a long time there had been a very great plague in Rome. The majority of the inhabitants and 
those who dwelt there died at that time. Gregory and all the Romans who still lived there went in splendid procession of penance 
from the monastery of Ara Coeli to the church of St Peter; an image of the Holy Virgin Mary which is in the monastery was borne 

in front of them. As they passed over the bridge of Sant’ Angelo (Droichead na nAingeal), which is on the river Tiber, they saw 
with their bodily eyes the angel of God above them in the air, in his hand a bare sword covered in its entirety with red gore. He 

afterwards alighted on the high rock on which the castle of Sant’ Angelo was built. When he beheld His Holiness the Pope, he put 
his sword in his sheath. The Pope and the Romans understood from that that the Lord’s anger towards them had come to an end. 
The track of the angel’s feet is still on the marble flag on which he alighted.This church was erected by the Pope in honour and 

reverence of Michael the Archangel. He himself, and the other popes one after another, bestowed on it numerous indulgences and 
remissions of sins (Ó Muraíle: 2007, 381-3). 

Less than ten minutes by foot from San Gregorio Magno is the church of San Stefano Rotondo. Apart 
altogether from a series of frescos depicting in gory and gruesome detail the martyrdom of early Christians 
in imperial Rome, this church is of particular interest to Irish people because of the burial slab of 
Donnchadh Ó Briain, son of Brian Bóraimhe, who died in Rome in 1064. The inscription, surmounted by a 
seven pronged crown, reads as follows:
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O’ Neill would surely have found this inscription of interest, particularly the reference to the crown of 
Ireland.  San Stefano Rotondo, however, plays no part in Ó Cianáin’s narrative.  The proximity of churches 
to each other was not  a factor in determining the Earls’ itineraries in Rome. Apart from the pilgrimage to 
the seven basilicas, churches were only visited on the patronal feast  day. Were the Earls to have visited San 
Stefano Rotondo at all, the visit would have taken place on 26 December, the feast of St Stephen, a date 
that fell outside the scope of Ó Cianáin’s narrative whose last recorded event occurred on 27 November 
1608.

Visiting the churches mentioned by  Tadhg Ó Cianáin is an interesting exercise. In comparing the actually 
sites with the Irish narrative, one can see what Ó Cianáin rejected as well as what he selected, not to 
mention errors of detail. A contemporary reader might well regret the Ulsterman’s  omissions, but his focus 
on the cult of the saints, relics and indulgences to the exclusion of all else, is very much in keeping with 
the most popular guide book to  Rome of the period, Le cose meravigliose dell’alma città di Roma. In 
concentrating on saints, relics and indulgences, Ó Cianáin is asserting the validity of  three of the most 
popular practices of the Roman Catholic church to be assailed  by the reformers. The  Ulster Earls are thus 
depicted as godly princes of the Catholic Counter-Reformation, upholders of the Council of Trent,  and as 
such worthy of support by both Pope Pope V and Philip III of Spain. Confining their appearances to 
overtly public occasions such as patronal feast days only serves to underscore this point. A superficial 
reading of the  Irish text may strike the reader as extremely  bland. On closer inspection, however, it 
conveys a completely different impression.  

Reading List
Gibelli, Alberto, Memorie Storiche ed Artistiche dell’Antichissima Chiesa Abbaziale dei Santi Andrea e 
Gregorio al Clivo di Scauro sul Monte Celio (Siena, 1888).
Lucentini, Mauro, La grande Guida di Roma per chi ama la Città eterna e vuole conoscerla meglio in poco 
tempo( Newton & Compton Editori, Roma, 2007).
Masson, Georgina, The Companion Guide to Rome revised by Tim Jepson (Boydell & Brewer, Bury St 
Edmund’s, 2000).
Ó Muraíle, Nollaig, Turas na dTaoiseach nUltach as Éirinn From Ráth Maoláin to Rome (Pontifical Irish 
College, Rome, 2007). 
Pedrocchi, Anna Maria, San Gregorio al Celio—Storia di una Abbazia (Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello 
Stato, Roma, 1993). 
Pedrocchi, Anna Maria, San Gregorio al Celio (Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, Roma, 1995).

I would like to acknowledge the support of the IRCHSS in providing me with an opportunity to spend a 
year in Rome researching the background to Tadhg Ó Cianáin’s narrative. 

Acknowledgements to Dr Vera Orschel for the photograph of Donnchadh Ó Briain’s gravestone in San 
Stefano Rotondo.

Many thanks to Mícheál for sharing his work with us!
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REVIEW FOR 
CUTTINGS?
We welcome reviews of the 
following exhibitions for 
publication in Cuttings. If you 
are interested, please contact 
editor Carrie Griffin 
(carrie.griffin@ucc.ie). We also 
welcome suggestions for review, 
or reviews of exhibitions not 
listed here:

- Medieval and Renaissance 
Hightlights: Makers and 
Markers, Victoria and Albert 
Museum, until April 27;

- Byzantium, 330-1453, Royal 
Academy of Arts London, until 
March 22;

-Babylon: Myth and Reality, 
British Museum, until March 15;

-‘Le Roi Arthur: une légende en 
devenir'. Rennes: Les Champs 
Libres, until January 4th. Paris: 
Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France, 2009.

Medieval Music at 
the National 
Museum of Ireland: 
Spring Lectures & 
Performances 2009
- LECTURE: Wednesday 4 

March, 1pm and 6.30pm, 
“Profiles in Performance: 
Musicians and the Music 
Profession in Medieval Ireland”
Dr Ann Buckley - NUI 
Maynooth & FMRSI 
Coordinator

- PERFORMANCE: Wednesday 
11 March at 6.30pm,

“Music from Irish Manuscripts 
and in honour of Irish Saints”
The Schola Gregoriana of 
Maynooth, dir. Giovanna 
Feely.

- PERFORMANCE: Wednesday 
18 March at 1pm and 6.30pm,
” ‘… the Sound so Melting and 
Prolonged … ‘: A Brief Look at 
the Early Irish Harp”
Siobhán Armstrong - 
Historical Harp Society of 
Ireland.

-  WORKSHOP: Wednesday 18 
March at 2.30pm, Beginners’ 
Taster Workshop with the 
Historical Harp Society of 
Ireland.

- Further details at 

Lynne Grundy 
Memorial Trust 2009
The Lynne Grundy Memorial 
Trust gives annual awards (up to 
£500 stg) for attendance at 
conferences, publishing, research 
travel, finishing theses. The trust 
funds researchers not in full-
time, permanent employment. 
Further details at: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/02/28/news-lynne-
grundy-memorial-trust/. 

Welcome to our 
newest member: 
Emer Purcell
Emer is a Graduate Student at 
the Department of History, 
University College Cork.

March 17th: St 
Patrick’s Day
Your editor, keenly aware of the 
vastness of scholarly material on 
St Patrick, and her lack of 
expertise, gives you instead this 
beautiful representation of our 
March saint:  The Consecration of 
St. Mel, Bishop of Longford, by St 
Patrick (1910) by Harry Clarke. 

mailto:carrie.griffin@ucc.ie
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Loose Leaves   
Shorter Notices and Clippings

FUNDING

Mellon Sawyer Postdoctoral 
Research Fellowship, 
“Homosexualities, from 
Antiquity to the 
Present”; UCLA.  Deadline: 
March 13th. See: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/01/24/mellon-sawyer-
postdoctoral-research-fellowship-
homosexualities-from-antiquity-
to-the-present-ucla/

The Neil Ker Memorial Fund 
Awards, British Academy. 
Deadline: 15 March 2009. For full 
details see: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2008/11/28/announcement-of-
deadlines-neil-ker-memorial-
fund-awards-and-stein-arnold-
exploration-fund-awards/ 

EMPLOYMENT

Graduate Fellowship, De 
Finibus Project, University 
College Cork. Deadline for 
applications: 3 April 2009. 
Further details at: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/wp-
admin/post.php?
action=edit&post=4305&message
=7

10 Month Teaching Fellowship 
in Medieval History, University 
of St Andrews. Deadline: 24 
April. See: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/02/28/10-month-teaching-
fellow-in-mediaeval-history-
university-of-st-andrews/

Funded MA in Medical History, 
University of Exeter. Deadline: 

29 May 2009. Please see: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/02/28/funded-ma-in-
medical-history-university-of-
exeter/

CALLS FOR PAPERS 

“The Sea”: Cultures of War and 
Conflict Resolution Network 
Conference; King’s College 
London, 28 November 2009. 
Deadline: 29 May. See:  http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/02/28/cfp-the-sea-cultures-
of-war-and-conflict-resolution-
network-conference-kings-
college-london-28-
november-2009/

NEWS
New art conservation 
multilingual dictionary on-
line: English-Spanish-French. 
See http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/02/20/new-art-
conservation-multilingual-
dictionary-on-line-english-
spanish-french/

Film Release: The Animated 
Secret of Kells. On general 
release from March 3rd. See 
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/02/10/big-news-the-secret-
of-kells/. Promises to be 
excellent!

New digital project: “Early 
English Laws”; Institute of 
Historical Research, University 
of London. See: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/02/25/new-digital-project-
early-english-laws-institute-of-

historical-research-university-of-
london/

University of Wales offers £25k 
to attract PhDs. See: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/02/26/newscomment-
wales-offers-25k-to-attract-phds/

EVENTS

Medieval & Renaissance Events 
at Trinity College Dublin. 

5 March: Sparky Booker (TCD)
Anglo-Irish identity in the 15th 
century Pale. Ongoing:  From 6 
January (for 16 weeks; room 
4096, Arts Building, 7.30 
p.m.-8.30 p.m.),
Reading Medieval French 
Literature through Tristan et 
Iseult with Dr Juliet O’Brien 
(UCD/TCD). More details at: 
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/01/07/medieval-events-at-
trinity-college-dublin/

Book History Study Day, Friday, 
6 March 2009, 9am - 6pm. Centre 
for the History of the Book, 
University of Edinburgh. The 
event is free of charge. See: 
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2009/01/21/cfp-book-history-
network-study-day/

Trinity College Dublin 
Translation Studies Group 
Conference; 6-7 March 2009. See: 
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com/
2008/10/14/cfp-trinity-college-
dublin-translation-studies-group-
conference-6-7-march-2009/
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FMRSI MEMBERSHIP
We are delighted to announce that FMRSI currently has 80 members and that our site 

has had a total of 40,115 views! All member profiles can now be viewed at: http://
fmrsi.wordpress.com/category/members-profiles/ 

However we continue to encourage and invite new members, particularly graduate 
students and researchers. Please spread the word; membership details can be found on 
our homepage. The form can be submitted to medrenforum@nuim.ie. We are also 
happy to update and refresh members’ profiles as necessary; just drop us a line!

FMRSI: Forum for Medieval and Renaissance Studies in Ireland
http://fmrsi.wordpress.com

medrenforum@nuim.ie

Coordinators
Dr Ann Buckley, Department of Music, NUI Maynooth

Dr Carrie Griffin, Department of English, University College Cork
Dr Juliet O’Brien, School of Languages and Literatures, University College Dublin / 

Centre for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, Trinity College Dublin

International Advisory Board
Professor Susan Boynton, Department of Music, Columbia University 
Dr Damian Bracken, Department of History, University College Cork 

Dr Michael Dunne, Department of Philosophy, National University of Ireland 
Maynooth

Dr Phyllis Gaffney, Department of French and Francophone Studies, University 
College Dublin  

Dr Anthony Harvey, Royal Irish Academy 
Dr Colum Hourihane, Index of Christian Art, Princeton University 

Dr Daniel P. McCarthy, Department of Computer Science, Trinity College Dublin 
Professor David Mackenzie, Department of Hispanic Studies, University College 

Cork 
Professor Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin, Department of English, Trinity College Dublin 
Professor Cormac Ó Cuilleanáin, Department of Italian, Trinity College Dublin

Professor Elisabeth Okasha, Language Centre, University College Cork 
Professor John J. Thompson, School of English, Queen’s University Belfast
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