Trace the origins and development of the cult of any saint from the Celtic regions paying particular attention to the literally texts and the key sites associated with them.

   This essay aims to trace the origins and development of the cult of Saint Patrick. This will be accomplished through the exploration of various texts, texts written not just in the years after the death of Patrick, but by also using texts that were written by Patrick himself. This will be followed by the exploration of the key sites that are associated with Patrick, some of these being mentioned in the said texts. The use of the texts along with the key sites associated with Patrick will help to paint a detailed picture of his cult which has, as will be seen, endured for over a thousand years and become, arguably, one of the most recognised Patron Saints in the world. 
   Patrick is unusual for a saint, as we are lucky enough to have two surviving works written by him, the ‘Confessio’1 and ‘The Epistola Militibus Corotici’2. The Confessio was written in the fifth century and just before his death on March 17th 461AD, as it seems to have been written by him as a sort of reaffirmation of his devoutness as well as some brief snippets of a few his works done during his life in Ireland. He does appear to be incredibly humble and even self-deprecating claiming that the reasons for his lack of writing this account before this time was due to his “…lack of learning and my ‘slow tongue’…”3 and an apparent nervousness on his behalf about having his works being “…translated into an alien tongue…”.4 This humble nature, no doubt has its appeals to those devout Christians who follow him, as they too believe in being humble before God. There is, as to be expected from a holy man, a lot of religiosities to cut through in order to get to the small snippets he does give into some of the details around his life and his works which would be later associated with the cult of Saint Patrick. It is in his Confessio that he mentions, briefly, his parentage, his captivity when he “…had arrived in Ireland and was spending everyday looking after flocks”5, and his escape from his captivity. Much like many other saints’ cults, very little is mentioned about this earlier life and his background before he found his calling, and he gives no clues as to where his captivity was spent. We do have answers to this in later traditions, as we will later learn, but nothing which specifically comes from Patrick himself, which brings to question how much of the later traditions relating to Patrick are either traditions that have been passed down orally or have even been elaborated upon by later generations for their own benefits?  As already mentioned, this will be looked at in greater detail further on. Perhaps it is in the Confessio that Patrick, being dubbed as “The voice of the Irish”6 in a vision after his escape from captivity, and his continual references to “…when I baptised all those thousands”7 that we can begin to see where the very glimmers of the starting of the cult of Saint Patrick took root.
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   The second piece that we have surviving from Patrick himself is The Epistola militibus Corotici.8 This piece is a letter, written by Patrick in his earlier career, addressed to Coroticus and his soldiers. Coroticus and his soldiers had attacked new converts of Patrick’s and had then sold them into slavery. This must have been an exceedingly hard subject for Patrick after his own experience being held as a slave, and his distain can certainly be felt. This letter, then, is more than just a minor rebuke, it is in fact Patrick moving to excommunicate Coroticus and his men, “So let everyone who fears God know that (the soldiers of Coroticus) are strangers to me and to Christ, my God, ‘for whom I am ambassador.’”9 Although Patrick may not have the papal power to excommunicate as we would today know the term, he was certainly deemed to have been important enough to have held enough political, as well as religious, sway to make such a move against the enemies of the early Western Christian church. Patrick himself certainly held the belief that “I do not go beyond my authority…”10 regarding his actions against Coroticus and his soldiers, and although we get little from this letter regarding how his cult began and developed, it certainly gives us a very intriguing insight into Patrick. It is within this letter that we see Patrick as an authority figure, the figure that was able to alure and captivate a country into converting to Christianity. There can be no doubts that even during his earlier career, Patrick was a man of great influence, both inside and outside Ireland, and was already forming an even greater following.
   Another very important piece of the puzzle regarding tracing the origins and development of the cult of Saint Patrick is ‘The Vita Patricii’ by Muirchú.11 Written in the late 7th Century12, not only is ‘the Vita Patricii’ an important text for the cult of Patrick, it also an important text in the wider landscape of saints Vitas as “no one has sailed it before me except my father, Cogitosus.”13This is alluding to the fact that not only is this the oldest written version of Patrick’s life, it is also one of Ireland’s oldest Vitas. Before Muirchú had written down his Vita, Cogitosus had written the life of Brigid of Kildare in order to gain her greater recognition and to develop her cult. This is exactly what we are seeing here with the writing of Patrick’s Vita. The very first line of the text is a dedication to the bishop Aed, a man who was trying to bolster Armagh’s claim to being the first church in Ireland.14 Even before the intended audience can begin to read the text, there can be no doubts, then, that the writing of this life was anything but political. Muirchú goes on to cite his sources both in his dedication and in his prologue, stating that he was writing “according to what their fathers and those who were story-tellers have handed down since the beginning.”15 He was getting his sources from oral traditions, which he himself even acknowledged can be unreliable.16The second source he cites is a book belonging to Ultán, the bishop of 
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Connor.17Once again, this could be seen as further political influence behind the writing of the Vita. As is more typical with the Vitas of male saints, Muirchú starts his work with Patrick’s genealogy and then promptly skips ahead to his capture at the age of sixteen and ends with his death. Each point in between this is some form of miracle story, used, as to expected, to bolster the myth and legend of Saint Patrick. Some of the sites associated with Patrick’s works have been named in the Vita, but even Muirchú himself admits to sometimes not knowing exactly where some of the places were. Some of the places that he mentions are a cross on Slíab Mís (Slemish) where Patrick once stood weeping after a fire where he was formally a held as a slave,18 and a rock ‘beside Slíab Mís’ where an angel appearing to Patrick stood and left imprints in the rock as the angel ascended into heaven.19 The end of the vita serves to solidify the date of his death (and so his feast day) as well as the story of his incredibly long life. Even as Muichú was writing, roughly 200 years after the death of Patrick, he informs his readers that “(His feast) is celebrated by all the Irish each year…”.20 If this is true, what an incredible insight it is to see that even in the late 7th century, the Irish were already celebrating the feast of Saint Patrick. However, it has already been seen that this text was written for the political and ecclesiastical advancements of certain people and their churches, so whether it can be truly believed that Patrick was so widely celebrated at this point in time is debateable. Without question, though, The Vita Patricii is an incredibly important text to use when trying to trace the beginnings of the cult of Saint Patrick. 
   Around the same time that Muirchú was writing The Vita Patricii, Bishop Tírechán was writing his Collectanea which is preserved in the Book of Armagh. This contains within it Tírechán’s biography of Saint Patrick. It is believed to be dated from the late 7th century 21 and its links once again to Armagh could be very interesting to note, especially as he also names the book from the Bishop Ultán being his source.22 Tírechán seems to be far less interested in the start of Patrick’s life and more interested in listing his works, and most importantly, where these events happened. The initial fears of this piece being written in favour of the interests of Armagh can be dispelled fairly early into the reading of this account of Patrick’s life as Tírechán names the first church to have been built on Patrick’s arrival as being in Sescnán’s valley, perhaps close to modern day Dublin.23 It is also from this valley that Patrick leaves with his first ‘disciple’ and quickly gains more as he goes about baptising them and these then go on to become the first bishops of the churches which Patrick has created each local area.24 This appears to be a common theme in the vitas of saints. An example of this same such thing comes from Saint David, who also had ‘disciples’ that followed him, but rather than becoming a bishop, Padarn, for example, becomes a saint in his own right. Tírechán carries on throughout his work naming not just the churches established by Patrick, but also his journeys to places that are now sites of pilgrimage to those who wish to follow in Patrick’s footsteps, such as Croagh Patrick.25 It can also be seen how Tírechán must have used Patrick as a source as he repeats the claim made in the Confessio that thousands had been baptised thanks to Patrick.26 Although this text is much less religious in tone than the Vita, Tírechán’s writing is in itself invaluable to those who wish to research more about the life of Saint Patrick. He writes with far more detail, naming the sites and people involved with Patrick during his time in Ireland. For this reason, this text is arguably far more valuable than even than Muirchú’s Vita.
   Both the Annals of Ulster27 and the Annals of Inisfallen28 can also be used to trace some of the events around the life of Saint Patrick. The entries in the Annals of Ulster themselves are best described as being like those of the entries in the much more famous Anglo-Saxon Chronicles. These are brief entries with dates for events in Irish history spanning the years 431AD -1540AD (although the version used for this work only goes up to the year 1131AD). The Annal starts just in time for the entry in the year 432AD which claims that “Patrick arrived in Ireland in the ninth year of the reign of Theodosius the Less…”.29There are also claims that by his death, Patrick had “…founded 365 churches and created the same number of bishops as well as 3000 priests; and baptised 12,000”.30 This appears to corroborate what has been discovered in the previous texts mentioned, although here are some actual figures for the numbers of people and establishments involved when it comes to the baptisms and ordinations that he performed. Although the Annal does not give direct reference to any sites or any more specifics in Patrick’s life, we are given a few intriguing snippets into the impact Patrick had
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on Medieval Ireland. For the entry for the year 737AD we are told the “The law of Patrick was in force in Ireland.”31 What exactly the law of Patrick was, is not mentioned, but the fact of its implementation is stated several times over numerous years. Even hundreds of years after his death, Patrick had found himself woven into the very fabric of a developing Ireland. Although not referred to much in this essay, the Annals of Inisfallen offer essentially the same information over similar dates but starting a year later in 433AD, and so misses Patrick’s arrival in Ireland. Despite not adding much more information, it is useful since it bolsters the facts given in the Annals of Ulster. Both Annals together are useful for the facts they provide, but because they are both more concise than the previous texts, they do not offer much more in the search for the development of Patrick’s cult other than to add further verification to certain larger dates and events.
   The hymn to Saint Patrick is a piece written in the fifth century and so contemporary to Patrick himself. In fact, not only is the piece contemporary to Patrick, its writing has been attributed to Saint Secundinus, a man named in the Annals of Ulster as having arrived in Ireland to assist Patrick.32 Naturally, the hymn sings Patrick’s praises and even places him as being “…equal to the apostles”.33 Again, this text names no direct sites or dates but is very much focused on the religious and holy actions of Patrick. In this sense, it is similar in tone to Patrick’s Confessio. Although a modern audience may look at this in despair, it is important for those who read it today to remember that such a thing would have very much appealed to the medieval audience’s religious mindset. Because of this, it cannot be dismissed and should be treated as another key piece of in the vast sea of texts involving the building up of Patrick’s cult.
   Finally for the literary texts is Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People.34 Written around 731AD, Bede gives a brief glimpse of the Ireland that Patrick would have roamed in his mission to convert the country to Christianity. This is of particular interest as it acts to dismiss one of perhaps the most well-known stories associated with Patrick today – his driving all the snakes out of Ireland. Bede claims that “There are no indigenous reptiles, and no snake can live there.”35 The aim here is not to prove whether or not there is truth to this one myth, but in fact to show how Patrick’s story has seemingly developed over the years. As with many historical figures, the greater the gap in time between their lives and the lives of those recounting their stories, the more distorted the story can become. It really is very telling how Patrick has grabbed the imaginations of the both the Irish and the rest of the world, and it is fascinating to see through the surviving literary texts how the cult first began, developed, and still provide pilgrims today with the information they need in order to follow in the steps of their saint.
   After looking at some of the many texts in relation to Saint Patrick, it is far easier to trace the origins of how the cult of Saint Patrick has been able to so easily utilise some key sites for the purpose of pilgrimage. Pilgrimages have been used all over the world to bring the faithful closer to those that they venerate as well as, no doubt, bringing plenty of money 
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and power to those who have a monopoly on certain sites which claim to be connected to certain saints, messiahs et cetera. The same, naturally, can be said regarding the cult of Saint Patrick.
   Now that the literary texts have helped to start and paint the picture of the beginnings and later development of the cult of Saint Patrick, the key sites can also go a fair way to aid in completing the picture. As mentioned previously, Patrick himself mentions events in his life, but neglects to inform his reader where exactly these events took place and so will offer no help regarding investigating the impact of the sites related to him. The first, and perhaps the most well-known site to pilgrims, is Croagh Patrick. This is the mountain which Patrick chose to climb and, like Jesus in the desert, fasted for the forty days over Lent. Thousands of pilgrims still choose to climb this mountain, often barefoot, in order to pay homage to Patrick. Patrick’s journey up the mountain is mentioned in both Muichú’s Vita and Bishop Tírechán’s writings, with Tírechán specifically mentioning that Patrick had “…made a pact to undertake a journey to Sliab Aigle [Croagh Patrick].”35 The earliest mention of Croagh Patrick as a site of pilgrimage which survives comes from the Annals of Loch Cé in 1113AD.36 These Annals also offer another first in the year 1351AD, and that is the change in name for the mountain from ‘Cruachán Aigle’ to ‘Cruachán Pádruic’.37 By this point, it would appear that Patrick’s legend has firmly taken root into the landscape of County Mayo and has not left since. Whether this change in name had happened organically through the hundreds of years of association with Patrick, or whether it was a cynical move by local Ecclesiastical powers wishing to generate income and influence for the area is, unfortunately, not clear in this matter. Regardless of which is the case, it remains today, an important part of Patrick’s cult.
   Another mountain which plays an important part in the cult of Saint Patrick is Slemish. This is the very place which has been associated with where Patrick is said to have herded sheep as a slave in his youth, and where, from his own writings, we learn that he had a vision telling him to escape captivity. Although not mentioned by Patrick, again there are Muirchú and Tírechán to fill in the gaps. Muirchú claims that Patrick returned later in life to try and convert his former master. His task ends in tragedy as the former master dies in a fire and “Saint Patrick standing on the right hand side of Slíab Mís – where now for the first time since his return he saw where as a slave he had received such grace… (a cross marks the spot where St Patrick stood to this very day.)”38 Slemish is still to this day a major pilgrimage site, particularly on  the 17th March. 
   Lough Derg, also known as Saint Patrick’s Purgatory, is another site that has long held associations with Patrick. It is here that Patrick was shown purgatory in order to be given proof of God’s existence. Lough Derg’s 3-day pilgrimage follows a 1500-year-old pattern.39It is here that roughly 20,000 pilgrims a year chose to follow a basic routine in a similar way to which Patrick himself described.40
 Patrick’s cult cannot be traced fully without looking into Northern Ireland’s smallest city – Armagh. As mentioned earlier, Armagh holds the claim of being the place where Patrick established his first church. Armagh certainly is central to the cult of Saint Patrick as it is where the majority of the works on him were either commissioned from or held by, for example Muirchú’s Vita. If Bishop Tírechán is to be believed instead though, Armagh is not the site of the first church, but the previously mentioned ‘Sescnán’s valley’.41 These conflicting accounts and the fact that Armagh is still widely held to be the original site, goes a long way to show how much influence the church of early Medieval Ireland had on moulding and creating the cult of Saint Patrick as it has been for at least the last thousand or so years.
   The final of the key sites associated with Patrick is Downpatrick, his final resting place. According to Muirchú, Patrick had desired to pass away in Armagh “since that was the place her loved above all the lands”42 but he was redirected by the angel Victor to travel to Downpatrick instead.43 Today, Patrick’s grave can still be visited in the cemetery of Downpatrick Cathedral and it is marked by a simple stone slab with just the name ‘Patrick’ written upon it. This is perhaps the most fitting of monuments to a man who claimed to live a simple life of penance and praise. 
   Although Patrick was instrumental in starting his own cult due largely to his own writings surviving, it is thanks to those who come after that we really see the development and continuation. Oral traditions around Patrick’s life and work seem to play a part, especially as they have even been credited by Muirchú, and therefore should not be dismissed for they certainly played a significant role in the continuation of stories and traditions throughout the generations. But it is due to the works of people like Muirchú, Saint Secundinus, Tírechán and subsequent authors that the cult truly become solidified. There can be no doubt though, that most of these writings have their own agendas, and it would seem that the cult of Saint Patrick originated and developed only on the whim of some of the most powerful people of Medieval Ireland’s society.
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