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Trace the origins and development of the cult of any saint from the Celtic regions paying particular attention to the literary texts and the key sites associated with them.
	St. Columba, in modern times, is synonymous with concepts of ‘Celtic Christianity’ and his cult has a huge following all over the world, as any Google search will show, with endless churches, hospitals and hospices, schools and colleges all named after him. This essay aims to trace the early origins of his cult through an examination of the earliest literary sources, and the sites most famously connected with him, most notably, the monastery on the island of Iona. It will move chronologically through the four earliest literary sources: The Annals Of The Kingdom Of Ireland, compiled by The Four Masters, Cathach Choluimb Cille, allegedly written by Columba himself, Liber de vertuibus S. Columbae by Cumméne Find, and finally, Vita Sancti Columbae, the famous hagiographic account authored by Adomnán of Iona. An elegiacal poem penned by Beccán mac Luigdech will also be discussed, followed by the establishment of the monastery at Iona, and its earliest literary source, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History Of The English People. The question of the monastery at Derry will also be briefly examined, and finally a short summary of one of the modern pilgrimages associated with Columba will be presented.
To begin it will be useful to include some brief biography of St Columba here, summarised from several sources, most notably Richard Sharpe from his introduction to Adomnán’s Life.[footnoteRef:1] It will be brief for two reasons: firstly, that his general life is not the focus of this essay and secondly, and more importantly, that a full biographical account is unavailable. This is due to the nature of the extant sources; they are not biographical by any modern definition. Instead, they offer ‘an idealised picture of a renowned holy man whose eligibility for sainthood was evident as much to his companions in life as to later generations of followers.’[footnoteRef:2] What is known is that Columba (‘Dove’ in Latin and Colum Cille, ‘Dove of the church’ in Old Irish) was born c.521 and died on the 9th of June 597 (now the saint’s Feast Day).[footnoteRef:3] The village of Gartan in Co. Donegal is generally believed to be the place of Columba’s birth, but this is debatable as the area lies outside the territory traditionally ruled by his ancestors. Born just three generations after the arrival of Christianity in Ireland, Columba’s lifetime falls precisely within the historical period known as the ‘Age of Saints’. He was born from aristocratic stock as his lineage can be traced back to the legendary Niall Noígiallach (‘Niall of the Nine Hostages’), Cenél Conaill, and the northern branch of the Ui Néill dynasty. Columba is most famous for converting the southern Picts to Christianity and building the monastery on Iona, which will be discussed in due course. According to Sharpe ‘it is likely that, as soon as it was apparent that his monastic foundations would flourish and continue, Columba’s sainthood was expected by his monks and pupils.’[footnoteRef:4] That his sanctity was established while he was still alive is significant because it meant that the accounts of his works were being re-told and recorded while he was still alive, rather than a distant point after his death like most hagiographical accounts, thus providing richer material for Adomnán’s work.  [1:  Adomnán, Adomnán Of Iona: Life Of Saint Columba, Translated By Richard Sharpe, (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1995).]  [2:  Tim Clarkson, Columba: Pilgrim, Priest & Patron Saint, (Edinburgh: Birlinn Ltd., 2012), p. 2.]  [3:  Cormac Bourke, ‘Northern Flames: Remembering Columba And Adomnán’, History Of Ireland, 7.3 (1999), 13 – 16 (p. 14).]  [4:  Adomnán, p. 2.] 

	Let us now examine the most important early literary sources relating to the saint. It is important to note that this essay will be discussing only the earliest sources pertaining to Columba, except in the case of cult sites, when one must defer to Bede for information on Iona. The first accounts are not hagiographic but appear as short entries in the Irish Annals. It is unclear when they were first composed, but they are a series of lists of various dates which, according to Sharpe, ‘depend upon year-by-year notes begun in Iona – perhaps in St. Columba’s time … probably no later than the 630s.[footnoteRef:5]  The source used for this essay, however, was compiled by The Four Masters in the early seventeenth century. The first entry in which Columba is mentioned is dated to 535, and documents his alleged founding of a monastery at Derry after being granted the land by his kinsman, King Áed mac Ainmerech: [5:  Ibid, p. 7.] 

The Age of Christ, 535. The eighth year of Tuathal. The church of Doire-Calgaigh was 	founded by Colum Cille, the place having been granted to him by his own tribe, i.e. 	the race of Conall Gulban, son of Niall.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Four Masters, Annals Of The Kingdom Of Ireland, By The Four Masters: The Earliest Period To The Year 1616, ed. by John O’Donovan, 2nd edn, (Dublin: Dublin University Press, 1856), p. 179.] 

This appears to be the earliest reference to Columba’s ecclesiastical activities, but, as we shall see in due course, there is some doubt about the authenticity of this claim, not least because Áed did not become king until the 580s.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Adomnán, p. 256.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk128667905]	The earliest surviving hagiographic account is an insular psalter traditionally believed to have been written by Columba himself, although this is debatable as it has been dated to c.600, three years after his death.[footnoteRef:8] According to Muireann Ní Bhrolcháin, it is the earliest surviving example of Irish ecclesiastical literature.[footnoteRef:9]  The manuscript is titled: Cathach Choluim Cille (The Battler Of Colm Cille) and is written in Latin. It is an important manuscript as it claims to document one of Columba’s most famous experiences, reciting an incident in which Columba visited St. Finnian of Druim Fhinn and found a book which he secretly copied. St. Finnian declared that the copy was rightfully his and brought the matter to the King of Tara, Diarmait Mac Cerbaill. The king’s alleged judgement, recorded by Manus O’Donnell in 1532 in his Betha Colaim Chille, represents, if accurate, one of the oldest references to copyright in existence: ‘To every cow her calf, so to every book its copy.’[footnoteRef:10] According to the story, the incident led to the battle of Cúl Drebene in 561, in which Mac Cerbaill was defeated by an alliance of northern rulers which included members of Columba’s family. It is alleged that due to the number of casualties of the battle, Columba was ‘condemned to exile’ by Mo-Laisse, the abbot of Devenish in Co. Fermanagh.[footnoteRef:11] However, O’Laughlin argues that the story is a much later invention and that ‘this specific tale, in the context of early medieval book production, is absurd!’[footnoteRef:12] The Irish annals make no mention of exile and simply state that in 557, ‘Colum Cille went to Scotland, where he afterward founded a church, that was named from him.’[footnoteRef:13] In any case, in 563 (the correct date) Columba left Ireland with just twelve followers and as noted earlier, established the monastery on the island of Iona in the kingdom of Dál Riata.[footnoteRef:14] It is interesting to note that the earliest literature attributed to Columba is arguably by his own hand, (and therefore in his own lifetime). Along with his traceable genealogy given in Adomnán’s work, it helps to establish Columba as a person who genuinely existed, rather than one arising from mythological origins. [8:  Michael Herity And Aidan Breen, The Cathach Of Colum Cille: An Introduction, (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2002), p. 1.]  [9:  Muireann Ní Bhrolcháin, An Introduction To Early Irish Literature, (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2011), p. 15.]  [10:  Herity And Breen, p. 2.]  [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Colum Cille, St’ in Celtic Culture: A Historical Encyclopedia, Vol. 2, ed. by John T. Koch (Santa Barbara: ABC – CLIO, 2005), pp. 391 – 548, (p. 468).]  [13:  The Four Masters, p. 197.]  [14:  Herity And Breen, p. 4.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk129004427] 	The next literary source on Columba is attributed to Cumméne Find, Abbot of Iona from 657 – 669. It was probably written c. 630/40 and completed some sixty years after Columba’s death. The work is titled Liber de vertuibus S. Columbae (‘The Virtues of the Saint Columba’).[footnoteRef:15] The manuscript itself does not survive, but a brief fragment of it appears in Vita Sancti Columbae as an insertion by an early scribe who included the passage as he was copying the manuscript. It is important because it is the first known hagiographical information on the saint, a tract on the miraculous powers of Columba and perhaps the origin of the cult. Cumméne’s entry refers to a prophecy made by Columba to king Áedán. He warned the king that if he or his descendants ever committed acts against Columba or his kindred, God would ‘deliver a heavy punishment on them.’[footnoteRef:16] Cumméne states that:  [15:  Aidan Breen, Cumméne (Cummíne, Cummian ) Find (2023) https://www.dib.ie [accessed 19 January 2023].]  [16:  Adomnán, Life, p. 209.] 

	This prophecy was fulfilled in our own time, at the battle of Mag Roth, when 	Áedán’s grandson Domnall Brecc laid waste the territory of the saint’s kinsman 	Domnall Ua Ainmirech. From that day to this the family of Áedán is held in 	subjugation by strangers, a fact which brings sorrow to the breast.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid.] 

 Adomnán does not refer to it in his original work, so it is purely conjecture that it was one of the original early sources to which he attributes his authentic information, as outlined below. Cumméne was also a member of the Cenél Conaill dynasty like Columba and many of the early abbots of Iona. Clarkson states that ‘he may have arrived on Iona during the thirty-year abbacy of his uncle Ségéne (died 652)’.[footnoteRef:18] This corresponds with the dating of Cumméne’s work which was written during that period. His manuscript was thus created in the early part of the seventh century, from records kept in the sixth, and according to Stansbury, his text ‘was then inserted into the Schaffhausen manuscript for political reasons in the script of the early eighth century.’[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Tim Clarkson, p. 12.]  [19:  Mark Stansbury, ‘The Composotion Of Adomnan’s Vita Columbae, Peritia 17 – 18 (2003 – 2004), 154 – 182 (p. 154).] 

Moving on now to the most important literary source and the one which will form the main body of analysis for this essay: Columba’s hagiographer Adomnán of Iona and his work: Vita Sancti Columbae (hereafter referred to as VSC). The precise date for the composition is uncertain, but it is generally accepted to be circa 700 and considering Adomnán died in 704, the date provides ‘a secure terminus ante quem’.[footnoteRef:20] There are several manuscripts and editions which will be briefly catalogued here. According to Sharpe it is highly unusual for original manuscripts to survive and that they ‘have usually to be reconstructed’ from multiple copies created at later dates.[footnoteRef:21] The earliest manuscript for VSC is attributed to a scribe named Dorbénne, a senior member of the Iona monastic community, compiled c.700, and Tim Clarkson suggests that ‘our oldest manuscript may have been perused and handled by Adomnán himself.’[footnoteRef:22] This concept is certainly strengthened by an entry at the very end of the work: ‘Whoever may read these books about St Columba’s miraculous powers, pray to God for me Dorbénne that after death I may have life eternal.[footnoteRef:23] Clearly Adomnán and the scribe were well-known to each other, and the passage also hints at Adomnán’s motivations for compiling the VSC; that in doing so he may be granted entry into heaven. This earliest surviving manuscript is currently kept in the public library at Schaffhausen in Switzerland and is designated as MS A. There are three copies of this manuscript now held in the British Library in London, referred to as the B MSS, and independently as B1, B2 and B3. Sharpe notes that ‘these B MSS contain additional sentences, quite evidently by Adomnán himself’ and that this suggests he allowed copies to be made from his own manuscript ‘both before and after some final revisions.’[footnoteRef:24] It is interesting to note however, that the original manuscripts do not contain any titles, and that the Latin appellation, Vita Sancti Columbae is a later addition. Sneddon notes that the original manuscripts ‘simply open with a note introducing the preface.’[footnoteRef:25]  [20:  Sneddon, Adomnán Of Iona’s Vita Sancti Columbae, p. 1.]  [21:  Adomnán, Life, p. 235.]  [22:  Tim Clarkson, p. 14.]  [23:  Adomnán, Life, p. 234.]  [24:  Adomnán, Life, p. 237.]  [25:  Ibid.] 

The work is organized into three books dealing with prophecy, miracles, angelic apparitions and Columba’s death respectively, examples of which will be included later. Adomnán’s work is highly valuable for historians as it records the political history of Ireland, Northumbria and Dál Riata and offers the fullest early source of information on the saint. It provides a window into the monastic movement for the period in which it was written: ‘its script shows the written culture of Iona; its language reflects the state of the Latin and Irish languages at the beginning of the seventh century.’[footnoteRef:26] However, there are obvious issues with credibility as the work was written a century after Columba’s death, and therefore Adomnán can be trustworthy ‘only perhaps where he can be tested against other sources.’[footnoteRef:27] Adomnán states in his preface that he has drawn on reliable sources for his information, reproduced here from a translation of the original Latin by Joseph Nagy: [26:  Mark Stansbury, p. 154.]  [27:  Adomnán, p. 7.] 

… [what follows] comes from that which we have been able to find in writing from 	before our time, or from that which we, inquiring diligently, have learned by 	listening to certain knowing faithful ancients, who tell the story free of any doubt.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Joseph Falaky Nagy, Conversing With Angels And Ancients: Literary Myths Of Medieval Ireland, (New York: Cornell University Press, 1997), pp. 135 – 136.] 

The sources are, therefore, mostly anecdotal from earlier literature and from the oral transmission of human memory as noted earlier, both of which can be subject to accretions and losses over time, rendering the information notoriously unreliable. That said, proving historical accuracy is not the focus of this essay, as a cult encompasses both fact and fiction in its construction. In documenting the powerful experiences in Columba’s life and death, it  offered readers ‘proof’ of Columba’s sanctity and his worthiness of sainthood - a man bestowed with the spiritual gifts described in the Bible. Offering this proof is of course, part of the function of hagiographical accounts, but additional motives were likely to be the didactic elements and the promotion of Iona as ‘the premiere religious centre of the Gaelic world and as the mother-church of a federation of satellite monasteries in Ireland and Britain.’[footnoteRef:29] With that in mind, it is very interesting to note the key events that Adomnán does not include in his VSC, such as Columba entering holy orders, or becoming Abbot of the monastery, and perhaps most surprising of all, he makes no reference to the founding of the monastery on Iona. Information pertaining to the establishing of the monastery, as previously noted, appears in Bede’s eighth-century Ecclesiastical History Of The English People.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Tim Clarkson, p. 5.]  [30:  Bede, Ecclesiastical History Of the English People, ed. by D. H. Farmer, (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1990).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk129011196]	In terms of the cult of St. Columba, let us turn our attention to a small selection of the markers of sanctity described by Adomnán. Four examples will be presented: a pre-birth prophecy, a prophecy attributed to Columba, a miracle, and an angelic vision. According to the second preface in VSC, Columba’s birth was prophesied by Mochta, a disciple of St Patrick, ‘many years before the time of his birth … he was marked out as a son of promise in a marvellous prophecy’.[footnoteRef:31] Mochta’s prophecy mentioned Columba by name and foretold that he would be a ‘man very dear to God and of great merit in his sight.’[footnoteRef:32] This prophecy shares striking parallels with other saint’s lives such as the foretelling of the birth of St David of Wales in Rhygyfarch’s Life: ‘… he was foretold … by St Patrick, thirty years before he was born.’[footnoteRef:33] These are not the only parallels with St David as we shall see. Book One, as previously noted, is dedicated to the prophecies of Columba, and contains fifty of them with a note at the end of the chapter that Columba ‘experienced very many more inward revelations’ that were not spoken aloud to others.[footnoteRef:34] This seems to follow a literary cliché employed by the genre, aiming to emphasize the greatness of the saint; that his deeds are too numerous for one man to document. The prophecy selected here is listed as: ‘[I 19] How the saint spoke with foresight about a great whale’ and relates how Columba warned a monk named Berach not to travel to Tiree via the open sea but to take an alternative route. He prophesied that a great ‘monster of the deep’ would attempt to destroy the boat and that they would ‘scarcely be able to escape.’[footnoteRef:35] Berach ignored Columba’s warning and the prophecy came to pass as a giant whale surfaced and attacked the boat, and he was indeed barely able to escape. The next morning, a second monk named Baithéne wished to make the same journey and Columba told him the whale would appear again and that Baithéne’s ‘faith in Christ’ would protect him.[footnoteRef:36] As expected, the prophecy came to pass, and Beithéne, remembering Columba’s words ‘raised his hands and blessed the sea and the whale. Immediately the great creature plunged under the waves and was not seen again.’[footnoteRef:37] It is very interesting to recall a reference in Rhygyfarch’s Life Of Saint David, in which he refers to Saint Brendan ‘leading a wonderful life on the back of a whale.’[footnoteRef:38] It has not been possible to  connect the two individuals, but according to Clarkson, the B2 manuscript of VSC states that Baithéne’s father was St Brendan.[footnoteRef:39] It is certainly a fascinating correlation. [31:  Adomnán, p. 104.]  [32:  Ibid, p. 105.]  [33:  Richard Sharpe And John Reuben Davies, ‘Rhygyfarch’s Life Of St David’, in St David Of Wales: Church, Cult And Nation, ed. by J Wynn Evans, Jonathan M. Wooding, Richard Sharpe, John Reuben Davies, (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007), p. 109.]  [34:  Adomnán, p. 153.]  [35:  Ibid, p. 126.]  [36:  Ibid.]  [37:  Ibid.]  [38:  Sharp And Davies, ‘Rhygyfarch’s Life’, p. 135.]  [39:  Clarkson, p. 83.] 

	Book Two contains accounts of forty-six miracles, including ‘[II 10] How the prayers of the saint drew water from hard rock.’[footnoteRef:40] During a pilgrimage Columba was engaged in, a child was brought to him for baptism. With no water available, the saint went to a rock and prayed. He then stood up and ‘blessed the face of the rock, and at once water bubbled from it in great quantity.[footnoteRef:41] He baptized the child and issued a prophecy concerning him, that he would be ‘a soldier of Christ to the end of his days’.[footnoteRef:42] One cannot fail to note the parallels once again with St David; the connection of the saint with water and his ability to control it, and the similarity with St David’s own miraculous drawing of water to feed dying crops: ‘he went forth and made a little opening in the surface of the soil with the point of his staff, and the clearest spring flowed out’.[footnoteRef:43] It is clear that Adomnán was employing the same hagiographic clichés that were evident in many of the works on the lives of saints, as the lives of David and Columba share so many similarities.  [40:  Adomnán, p. 161.]  [41:  Ibid, p. 162.]  [42:  Ibid.]  [43:  Sharp And Davies, p. 131.] 

	Book Three contains twenty-two recorded angelic visions and an account of Columba’s death. The vision ‘[III 10] Of a similar vision, in which St Columba beheld angels bearing to heaven the soul of a virtuous woman’ recounts the story of Columba witnessing the soul of a woman ‘happy and virtuous’ ascending to heaven escorted by angels.[footnoteRef:44] A year later he sees the woman again, meeting the soul of her departed husband and together they fight ‘with holy angels against the powers of the Enemy.’[footnoteRef:45] The majority of the accounts of angelic visions are concerned with the escorting of departed souls to heaven, and the emphasis is always placed on the virtuous nature of the departed in each case, indicative of the didactic element of the work.  [44:  Adomnán, p. 213.]  [45:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk129005078]	The sanctity of Columba’s death is well-described in Adomnán’s VSC, but for the purposes of this essay which seeks to highlight a variety of literary sources, it might be more interesting to briefly discuss one of the elegiacal poems composed after his death. The earliest attested poem is Amra Choluimb Cille (‘The Elegy Of Colum Cille’) attributed to Dallán Forgaill which was written shortly after Columba’s passing.[footnoteRef:46] However, the poem is more concerned with his talents as a scholar, so perhaps, for tracing the cult, the poem Fo Reir Choluimb better suits suits our purpose. The complete poem is only found in a seventeenth-century manuscript known as G 50 in the National Library of Ireland. Originally composed by Beccán mac Luigdech, a monk resident at Iona in the seventh century, it is a work of praise for the deceased Columba, repeatedly emphasizing his humility, Godliness, and the power of his words. The poem is formed of twenty-five stanzas and: [46:  Thomas Owen Clancy And Gilbert Márkus, ‘Amra Choluimb Cille’, in Iona: The Earliest Poetry Of A Celtic Monastery, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1995), p. 96.] 

	… is arranged in quatrains, with lines of seven syllables each rhyming a-b-a-b. In most 	verses there is a caesura between the fourth and fifth syllable of the line, 	across 	which alliteration is employed.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Ibid, p. 134.] 

Each stanza seems to tell a part of Columba’s life story and there is a sense, that despite Columba being deceased, he can still hear and intercede on behalf  of the poem’s author: ‘Colum Cille, while I live, / will be my chant, till the grave's tryst; / in every risk I’ll call him, / when I'll praise him with my full strength.’[footnoteRef:48] This type of composition indicates that the native tradition of praise poetry and Christianity were already closely connected. [48:  Ibid, p. 143.] 

The primary sites most frequently associated with the cult will now be examined. A monastery at Derry has long been held to be the first monastery founded by St Columba, as every tourist website relating to the area can attest to. As previously noted, the legend is mentioned in the Irish Annals (The Four Masters), and the date given as 535.[footnoteRef:49] However, scholars are doubtful of the authenticity of this claim. The dating in the Annals would place Columba’s age at fourteen at the time of the monastery’s founding. This seems like a huge undertaking for one so young. There are clearly issues with dating of this material, but as Paul Walsh points out: [49:  The Four Masters, The Annals] 

The Four Masters did not profess to be anything more than editors. But they were at 	great disadvantage as compared with more recent commentators, for they 	completely set aside ferial numbers and epacts, notices of leap years and cyclic data, 	to rely solely on the anno domini number.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  Paul Walsh, ‘The Dating Of The Irish Annals’, Irish Historical Studies, 2.8 (1941), 355 – 375, p. 373.] 

Adomnán mentions Derry three times in VSC, at no point suggesting that Columba had any involvement in founding a monastery there. Sharpe believes this may have been because the author was not concerned with the details of church foundation, so the omission is insignificant. Brian Lacey however, states that there is no historical evidence that Columba was the founder, that the date in the Annals was added retrospectively, and that references to Columba establishing the monastery there are not attested until the tenth or eleventh century.[footnoteRef:51] Lacey also states that the land king Áed designated for the monastery had previously been a fort, but ‘there is … no historical support for this claim; no archaeological evidence has come to light either, although it is a likely location for a fortification.’[footnoteRef:52] Given these inconsistencies, and the inaccuracy of the dating of Áed’s sovereignty as noted earlier, it seems that Derry was unlikely to have been established by Columba, despite him being its Patron Saint! [51:  Brian Lacey, ‘Columba, Founder Of the Monastery At Derry? ‘Mihi Manet Insertus’’, The Journal Of The Royal Antiquaries Of Ireland, 128 (1998), 35 – 47 (p. 35). ]  [52:  Ibid, p. 37.] 

Columba’s most famous achievement is, of course, founding the monastery on Iona. As previously stated, the primary literary source for this information comes from Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, and given the importance of the site, his treatment of it is surprisingly brief. Columba is first mentioned in Bede’s entry ‘Chapter 4: How the Picts received the Faith of Christ [A.D. 565]’.[footnoteRef:53] Bede suggests that Columba had arrived in that part of Dál Riata specifically to ‘preach the word of God in the provinces of the northern Picts.’[footnoteRef:54] The southern Picts had already received their conversion from Bishop Ninian, ‘a most reverend and holy man of British race.’[footnoteRef:55] Bede attributed Columba’s conversion of the northern Picts to Christianity as a result of ‘his preaching and example’ for which he ‘received from them the island of Iona on which to found a monastery.’[footnoteRef:56] The monastery was extremely important as it sent missionaries all across northern Britain to convert the pagan inhabitants to Christianity. It was central to the life of the Irish church, as its location made both Ireland and other parts of Scotland easily accessible by boat. Iona became a renowned centre of spirituality, scholarship and art. Columba also founded a number of satellite monasteries including Mag Luinge on Tiree, where he sent people who came to him as penitents, and an island location referred to by Adomnán as ‘Hinba’ (unknown to modern geography) which housed anchorites.[footnoteRef:57] Columba returned to Ireland on numerous occasions and set up a monastery in Durrow, Co. Offaly, a fact that is given brief attention by Adomnán.[footnoteRef:58]   [53:  Bede, Ecclesiastical History Of The English People, ed. by D. H. Farmer, (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1990), p. 148.]  [54:  Ibid.]  [55:  Ibid.]  [56:  Ibid.]  [57:  Adomnán, p.127.]  [58:  Ibid, p. 115.] 

Finally, the survival of the cult into modern times will be briefly discussed. There are many pilgrimage routes connected to the saint in Ireland and Scotland, but perhaps the most well-known is the Scottish trail referred to as ‘St Columba’s Way’. The British Pilgrimage Trust describes the pilgrimage as a journey of 260 miles, beginning at Iona and ending on the east coast at St Andrews in Fife, which would take a person around one month to complete, stating that: 
From here St Columba – the “Church Dove” revered for bringing Christianity to 	Scotland – ventured out from his abbey in the 6th century to convert the Picts to 	Christianity and to confront the Loch Ness Monster![footnoteRef:59] [59:  The British Pilgrimage Trust, St Columba’s Way (2023) https://www.britishpilgrimage.org [accessed 06 March 2023]] 

It appears that facts have given way to romance here, because, as previously noted, the Picts granted the land to Columba for his monastery, so they were converted before it was built. The reference to the ‘Loch Ness Monster’ however, does appear in Adomnán’s VSC and is described as one of Columba’s miracles. A man swimming in the ‘River Ness’ was attacked by the ‘water beast’, but Columba:
	… raised his holy hand and made the sign of the cross in the air, and invoking the 	name of God, he commanded the fierce beast saying: ‘Go no further. Do not touch 	the man. Go back at once.’ At the sound of the saint’s voice the beast fled in terror.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Adomnán, p. 176.] 

Columba’s power over monsters, and the effect it had on some ‘heathen natives’ who were immediately converted, was clearly another indicator of Columba’s sanctity that Adomnán was keen to promote.[footnoteRef:61] According to Historic Environment Scotland, to aid pilgrimage, the church and abbey at Iona ‘would have been harled – covered in a thick white render – and thus easy to see from a distance’, and ‘were laid out to receive and direct around the site the many visiting Christians who hoped to gain the blessing of the saint.’[footnoteRef:62] [61:  Ibid.]  [62:  Historic Environment Scotland, Iona Abbey And Nunnery: History (No date) https://www.historicenvironment.scot [accessed 06 March 2023].] 

	In conclusion, although a global phenomenon today, St Columba is a character much mythologized; he is the Patron Saint of a town that may in fact, have little connection to him; he is the gentle, pious face of modern ‘Celtic Christianity’ and a man quite removed from the robust and confrontational individual portrayed in VSC. It is Adomnán who provides the greatest link to the saint, and our knowledge of Columba in any detail (factual or otherwise), rests almost entirely on his work, albeit compiled a century after the saints death. From that perspective, it is important to remember that Adomnán’s seventh-century experience of monastic life does not necessarily accurately reflect monastic life in the sixth. The importance of VSC in promoting the cult however, cannot be overstated. It became a well-known text in Britain, Ireland and beyond, spreading into Europe. Clarkson notes that copies of the work were circulating in monasteries in Gaul and Germany, having been introduced there by Irish monks who arrived as ‘pilgrims, scholars and missionaries.’[footnoteRef:63] By contrast, the earliest Annals included only small snippets of information, incorrectly dated and chronologically chaotic in terms of the events they were recording. Cathach Choluim Cille, purported to be in Columba’s own hand is also problematic in its authenticity due to its improbable subject matter and questions around dating. Cumméne Find’s manuscript is forever lost to us, with only a tantalizing snapshot of it included in VSC. Despite Iona being such an important location in the establishment of early Christianity in Britain, its founding is given rather short shrift by Bede in his Ecclesiastical History. The persona of Columba has thus been derived and amplified over time from Adomnán’s information, but in truth, it is apparent that we know very little about him in any real sense. Columba’s greatest legacy is, therefore, the establishment of Iona as a centre for Christianity which continues to be popular in the modern era and draws thousands of people every year who hope to experience the magic of the saint and receive his blessing.  [63:  Clarkson, p. 208.] 
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