Critical Appreciation (Assessment 1)
Saint Kevin (Coemgen) of Glendalough
Matthew W. McGinn (2209671)

In this work, I will use the name Kevin, the Anglicized form of the Irish Coemgen, to refer to the saint himself. I refer to the three Lives referenced in this work by the names Coemgen I, II, and III. This work will focus on Coemgen II.

Three Lives of Saint Kevin are made available by Rev. Dr. Charles Plummer in English: Coemgen I, II, and III. Plummer sourced his lives from the manuscripts of Michael O’Clery (c.1590 - c.1643), a Franciscan lay brother[footnoteRef:1]. O’Clery’s work is contained in a Latin manuscript held in the Royal Library of Belgium[footnoteRef:2]. Of the three, Coemgen I and III are written in prose, while Coemgen II is recorded in verse poetry. Coemgen III incorporates sections of the verses from Coemgen II.  [1:  Bethada Náem Nérenn, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.I, ed. and trans. C. Plummer (Oxford, 1922), p. lv-lvi.]  [2:  A digitized copy of this manuscript was located and listed in the bibliography.] 


Both Coemgen II and III claim to have been authored by a monk named Solomon, who names himself a disciple of Kevin. Plummer speculates that Solomon may have been from the “eastern land” of Britain, and possibly Welsh[footnoteRef:3]. While it seems unlikely to me that II and III were recorded by a contemporary of Kevin, I will refer to this author as “Solomon” to clearly distinguish the claims he makes about the saint. [3:  Bethada Náem Nérenn, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.2, ed. and trans. C. Plummer (Oxford, 1922), p. 344.] 


Coemgen II is divided into twenty-three chapters (I-XXIII), of which I-XI are a single narrative; the remainder are anecdotes of Kevin’s accomplishments.

Kevin is said to have died in 618, so if these Lives were truly retold orally for centuries, the historical accuracy must be correspondingly diminished. In my opinion, there are indications that parts of Coemgen II were developed well after 618.

Intent of the Life.

Coemgen II was likely used to enhance the prestige and authority of the Diocese of Glendalough, but the lack of early sources for this Life makes such intent unclear. While Glendalough was in competition with the Diocese of Dublin for primacy in Leinster Province for centuries, it had been subsumed[footnoteRef:4] by the recently established Archdiocese of  Dublin in 1213, making promotion of Glendalough after that point unlikely. The Life does exhaustively depict Kevin’s peacefulness and holiness, so it certainly has didactic value for the clergy and laity. Coemgen II also threatens anyone who might think to despoil the monastic community of Glendalough. Finally, there may be a political message buried in the Life.   [4:  Monastic Ireland, Glendaough. http://monastic.ie/history/glendalough/ [Accessed 12 April 2023]] 


Key Themes.

The underlying theme of Coemgen II is the virtue of patience. Kevin repeatedly demonstrates his patience, both in the literal sense, where he endures trials without complaint, and in the sense that he is easy to forgive others, even those guilty of serious crimes; he is more likely to offer absolution than punishment. While Kevin is depicted as austere, he is kind and gentle in his relationships with both his followers and strangers. Kevin demonstrates great kindness to animals; docile animals are at peace around him, and predators are pacified by his commands. Because this forgiving nature is the dominant theme of Kevin’s Lives, including I and III, the foreboding and violent passages of Chapters XII-XIII of Coemgen II represent a surprising deviation.

Kevin’s Genealogy.

Coemgen I and III explain  Kevin’s ancestry and name him as a descendant of the kingly Meisenchorb family[footnoteRef:5], the significance of this genealogy establishing Kevin’s prestigious bloodline, while also paralleling the ancestry of Christ in Matthew’s Gospel[footnoteRef:6]. Surprisingly, II omits Kevin’s genealogy altogether, leaving prophecies and angelic visitations to establish his prestige. [5:  Plummer, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.2, pp. 121, 151.]  [6:  Holy Bible, New International Version, Matthew 1:1-17. www.biblegateway.com. [Accessed 12 April 2023]] 


Angelic Visitations and Kevin’s Birth.

From the beginning, Kevin’s life is tied to angels. An angel announces his impending birth to his mother, and Kevin is baptized by his guardian angel in the presence of a host of angels[footnoteRef:7]. After studying with monks and being ordained a priest[footnoteRef:8], he is led by an angel to Glendalough[footnoteRef:9], where he lives as a hermit until after Dima coaxes him out of his isolation[footnoteRef:10], leading to the founding of Kevin’s monastery. Kevin’s guardian angel continues to visit Kevin throughout his Life. [7:  Plummer, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.2, pp 127-128.]  [8:  ibid., p. 129]  [9:  ibid., p. 130]  [10:  ibid., p. 134] 


Kevin, Patrick, and Fionn mac Cumhaill.

Not only the angel prophesizes the coming of Saint Kevin to Ireland. Coemgen II adds two unmistakably Irish links to Kevin’s birth: Saint Patrick himself and the legendary Gaelic folk hero Fionn mac Cumhaill[footnoteRef:11] are claimed to have foretold the coming of Saint Kevin. Patrick prophesizes Kevin will reside in Glendalough, and the angel refers to Fionn’s prophecy in dispatching Kevin to the glen[footnoteRef:12]. Fionn is an interesting figure to include in a saint’s hagiography. Fionn, unlike Patrick, is not a distinctly Christian figure, yet Fionn and Patrick are mentioned together thrice in prophesizing the works of Kevin[footnoteRef:13]. Fionn’s supernatural feats of prowess are like those of the early Celtic saints[footnoteRef:14]. In Coemgen II, however, Kevin surpasses Fionn, who, along with his fian warriors, was unable to defeat the monster living in the upper lake of Glendalough[footnoteRef:15]. [11:  ibid., p. 127]  [12:  ibid., pp. 130, 343]  [13:  ibid., pp. 127, 130, 134]  [14:  Historic Mysteries, Finn McCool, the Irish Legend: A Template for King Arthur? https://www.historicmysteries.com/finn-mccool/ [Accessed 12 April 2023]]  [15:  Plummer, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.2, p. 131] 



Key Characters in the Lives.

Cronan. A priest who is asked by Kevin’s parents to baptize the baby Kevin, despite Kevin’s baptism by angels; however, Cronan is aware of the angelic works and defers to them instead of performing the baptism himself. Cronan follows this with a prophecy of Kevin’s greatness[footnoteRef:16]. This Cronan does not appear to be Saint Cronan of Leinster, who lived after Kevin[footnoteRef:17], although Coemgen I and III both claim that he is that very saint[footnoteRef:18]. [16:  Plummer, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.2, p. 129]  [17:  Lives of the Irish Saints Vol. VI, ed. and tr. J. O’Hanlon (Dublin, 1875), p.32]  [18:  Plummer, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.2, pp. 122, 152.] 


The son of the noble Ui Faelain clan. Appearing in I and III as well, this boy is brought to the Glendalough abbey for protection against his mother, named in II as the “fairy witch” Caineog[footnoteRef:19] . In III she is said to have used evil magic to murder the boy’s infant brothers and sisters[footnoteRef:20]. Faelain is raised by milk from a doe, one of Kevin’s miracles, which necessitates another miracle when a wolf kills the doe’s fawn and Kevin commands the wolf to take the fawn’s place in suckling the doe to produce milk.[footnoteRef:21]  [19:  ibid., p. 147]  [20:  ibid., p. 159]  [21:  ibid., p. 147] 


Dima, the Cowherd, and his sons. One of Dima’s cows is responsible for locating the site of Kevin’s hermitage. Dima, who appears in Coemgen I-III, and his sons are charged to serve Kevin and assist him in establishing his monastic community[footnoteRef:22]. Only one of Dima’s sons is named - Cellach, who unwisely continues in his hunting instead of going to Kevin’s aid, for which he is savaged by his own dogs[footnoteRef:23]. Kevin, however, restores Cellach to life, and Cellach pledges his loyalty to Kevin. Cellach later thinks to make a fine pair of gloves out of a helpful otter who brings salmon to the monastery daily during Lent[footnoteRef:24], which drives the otter away and forces Cellach to go to Kevin for atonement.  [22:  ibid., pp. 133-143]  [23:  ibid., p. 135]  [24:  ibid., p. 145] 


The Glen.

A visitor to Glendalough on a fine day will not fail to appreciate why Kevin chose this “desert” for his hermitage. Sunset produces lovely rays of sun that reach across the valley, not unlike the transept windows illuminating the nave of a great cathedral. Glendalough’s location in the Wicklow mountains, which, in the early medieval period, would have been difficult to access, its natural beauty, and its access to fresh water, fish, game animals, and wild berries would have presented an ideal place for a hermitage or monastery.

Kevin, the Blackbird, and the Sanctification of Glendalough

One of the most well-known stories of Saint Kevin is the tale of the blackbird. We are told that, during Lent, Kevin was accustomed to holding his arms out, outstretched in prayer in imitation of the Crucifixion, motionless in his cell. A blackbird then lands in his palm and builds a nest. Kevin’s patience is such that he keeps his hand stable until the blackbird’s eggs hatch[footnoteRef:25]. [25:  ibid., pp. 136-137] 

This feat is very representative of Kevin’s patience and his friendship with animals, especially as blackbirds, or ravens, are highly intelligent birds who do not easily trust humans. The story of the blackbird ends with a major saintly act. Kevin’s guardian angel appears and urges Kevin to end his Lenten endurance. Kevin, however, insists he will not abandon his cell until he wins “liberty” for the people of Glendalough. The angel yields, and, as a result, God grants authority to Kevin that “no other saint has[footnoteRef:26]”: his “people of the glen” will be considered righteous at the Last Judgement, as Kevin wields a spear of red gold as his banner[footnoteRef:27]. [26:  ibid., p. 137]  [27:  ibid., p. 138] 


Versions of this tale appear in Coemgen I and III. The glen’s holy soil is thanks to earth that Kevin brought from Rome[footnoteRef:28]. In all three Lives, burial in the Glen results in special remission of sin, if not assured entry to Paradise. In 2018, during a visit to Glendalough, I observed the glen is filled with thousands of old gravestones, crowded upon each other, of those seeking the protection of the holy soil. These fill areas where the monastic city once stood, testifying to the longevity of the story of Kevin’s consecration of the soil. [28:  ibid., p. 139] 


Kevin’s Miracles.

Including the blackbird, doe, and she-wolf, many of Kevin’s miracles involve animals. “Solomon” tells us that the “fort” of Kevin’s birth is never covered by snow or frost, allowing herd animals to graze on fresh grass in winter. In Kevin’s infancy, a mysterious white cow appears to provide milk[footnoteRef:29]. Kevin protects a wild boar when it runs to him for protection and commands the dogs hunting the boar to freeze in their tracks[footnoteRef:30]. An otter, perhaps the same that Cellach later offends, retrieves a psalter that Kevin has dropped into the lough[footnoteRef:31]. Kevin gives seven sheep from his herd to the poor, only to soon find the herd to be miraculously replenished[footnoteRef:32]. All of these reinforce Kevin’s gentleness and patience, suggesting the saint, so kind to the poor wild beasts, will care far more for the children of God. [29:  ibid., p. 129]  [30:  ibid., p. 149]  [31:  ibid., p. 132]  [32:  ibid., p. 145] 


One of Kevin’s first major miracles is to subdue the lake monster that Fionn could not defeat. Kevin banishes it from the upper lake to the lower lake, after which the upper lake gains powers of miraculous healing[footnoteRef:33]. [33:  ibid., pp. 131-132] 


Kevin raises several people from the dead, beginning with Cellach. The saint discovers two women who had been beheaded with swords[footnoteRef:34]. Kevin “welds” their heads back onto their bodies, restoring them to life, and brings them into the community as nuns. A visibly guilty clerk, who has murdered a man, is ordered by Kevin to disclose the location of his victim[footnoteRef:35] , and, when Kevin arrives at the scene of the crime, the slain man is restored to life. Kevin then makes monks of both the murderer, presumably after severe penance, and his victim. [34:  ibid., p. 147]  [35:  ibid., p. 147] 


Kevin’s Mercy.

Where other Celtic saints might not be so patient, Kevin is merciful. Foolish Cellach is twice forgiven, as is the murderous clerk. A group of women who try to conceal cheeses from the monastery[footnoteRef:36], and a group of musicians who insult Kevin[footnoteRef:37], do not suffer beyond having their cheeses and instruments turned to stone, although Kevin does appear to be mocking the musicians’ misfortune. [36:  ibid., pp. 149-150]  [37:  ibid., p. 146] 


The Eschatology of Chapters XII-XIII

These verses of Coemgen II begin with vigorous condemnations those who would bring harm to Glendalough and the Church at large: Lines 1-37[footnoteRef:38] concern the neglect of Glendalough and the relics of Kevin and decry avarice and impiety in the Church. 37-56[footnoteRef:39] warn of grave consequences to anyone who outrages the relics of Saint Kevin. 65-72[footnoteRef:40] describe a future ruined, lifeless Church, devastated and plundered. 73-88, the last four, verses offer parallels to the Apocalypse of John. Kevin returns, like the risen Christ in judgement, or the wrathful God of the Old Testament, to punish those who have assaulted the Church[footnoteRef:41]: [38:  ibid., p. 141]  [39:  ibid., p. 142]  [40:  ibid., pp. 142-143]  [41:  ibid., p. 143.] 


I will come after the ravaging[footnoteRef:42], [42:  of the Church.] 

I, Coemgen, with the might of my wrath;
Their kings shall not remain in this world,
And I will take vengeance for their expedition.

Afterwards I will slay without quarter
Them on the peak on high ;
Woe to him who incurs before going thither,
Shortness of life and hell.

Yet, in the final verse[footnoteRef:43], Kevin – again like Christ in judgement – offers redemption to “kings” who have submitted to him. These sections of Coemgen II, of much different tone than the rest of the Life, bear special consideration. I think this marked change is not merely a warning to those who would despoil the lands and relics of the saint, but conceal the Life’s political intent. [43:  ibid., p. 143] 


The Enemies of Glendalough

Who is Coemgen II depicting as the enemy? Glendalough was pillaged several times[footnoteRef:44], but Coemgen II does not specify such things as ordeals that Kevin had to contend with. “Solomon” would have been certain such acts would not happen in Kevin’s presence. Instead, the lamentations, destruction, and vengeance are recorded as prophecies. This strongly suggests Coemgen II was written well after Kevin’s time, after acts of plunder and neglect deplored by its author had taken place. The retelling of the Lives may have gained these aspects after the monastery had been attacked, as a warning against future despoilers. The curses, plagues, and damnation that “Solomon” warns will be inflicted on anyone who outrages Kevin’s church or his relics[footnoteRef:45] reinforce this view. [44:  Monastic Ireland, Glendaough. http://monastic.ie/history/glendalough/ [Accessed 12 April 2023]
]  [45:  Plummer, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.2, pp. 143-144] 


However, I would also like to offer another perspective: there is an equivalent disaster for the Irish at the time Michael O’Clery was transcribing his manuscripts – the English conquest of Ireland. O’Clery began his career not long after the Tudors had established rule over most of Ireland[footnoteRef:46], which led to many events that would have been considered insults to the Irish, especially to Franciscans such as O’Clery. These include the Ulster Plantation, the Dissolution of the Monasteries in Ireland[footnoteRef:47], the forcible conversion of Catholic churches to Protestant, including Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin[footnoteRef:48], and the martyrdoms of Irish Catholic clergy and laity[footnoteRef:49]. Therefore, in O’Clery’s lifetime we see the sort of disaster that Coemgen II condemns. [46:  The Irish Cultural Center of Western New England, Tudor Conquest of Ireland 1485 – 1603, https://www.irishcenterwne.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/ICC-Tudors-Sean-Zoom2021.pdf [Accessed 12 April 2023]]  [47:  Monastic Ireland, Glendaough]  [48:  St. Patrick’s Cathedral Dublin, A History of Worship on the site. https://www.stpatrickscathedral.ie/a-history-of-worship-on-the-site/ [Accessed 12 April 2023]]  [49:  Catholicireland.net, Jun 20 – The Irish Martyrs of the 16th & 17th centuries. https://www.catholicireland.net/saintoftheday/the-irish-martyrs-16th-17th-centuries/ [Accessed 12 April 2023]] 


Friar Michael’s Hidden Message.

O’Clery may have transcribed Coemgen II with the intent of tacitly condemning English rule in Ireland. Perhaps O’Clery even added sections of the Life himself – it would have been possible, if he was so inclined. Plummer notes the “lamentation” verses do not appear in Coemgen I or III[footnoteRef:50], and O’Clery appears to be the single source for the transcriptions of both Coemgen II and III[footnoteRef:51]. If we place the apocalypse from Coemgen II in the context of an Ireland ruled largely by England, they do not seem out of place. These verses could reconfigure elements of the Apocalypse of John to suit a demoralized Irish audience. As in the Apocalypse, Coemgen II warns of the seeming triumph of the enemies of the Church. In place of Christ sitting in judgement and charging his angels to destroy the devil and evils of the world, we find Kevin, who wrathfully slays the wicked kings who have assaulted the Church, condemning them to perdition. As the Apocalypse of John was written to encourage early Christians in times of persecution[footnoteRef:52], so may Coemgen II have been intended to encourage the Irish, who might otherwise despair, to expect the eventual triumph of God’s Kingdom. As any writing perceived as criticism of the Crown could be considered treasonable, O’Clery may have added some misdirection at the end of Coemgen II - he specifically refers to Coemgen II as “disgusting,[footnoteRef:53]” which would help prevent speculation about any hidden meaning in his work. [50:  Plummer, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.2, p. 344 ]  [51:  O’Hanlon, Lives of the Irish Saints Vol. VI, p. 29]  [52:  Aune, David E. Understanding Jewish and Christian Apocalyptic. Word & World, Volume 25-3, 2005, p.234]  [53:  Plummer, Lives of Irish Saints, Vol.1, p. lv] 


Summary.

Coemgen II primarily concerns Kevin’s angelic guidance and miracles; it reveals little about Kevin’s monastic community and its daily life. In fact, the only members mentioned besides Kevin are Cellach and the rest of Dima’s sons, and the men and women in distress that Kevin takes into the monastery. The Life’s message is an exhortation to holiness, trust in God, and, perhaps, a caution to those who would attack Glendalough and a condemnation of the Church’s enemies.
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