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Feb. 1, 2014 

St. Brigit of Kildare : an Irish saint in the Missionary Church 

  I am fully aware that this is an audience more familiar than most with Irish culture and history, but I 

wanted to make some very general observations at the beginning about hagiography and Ireland in the 

conversion period just to be sure we are on common ground before I launch into the topic of St. Brigit 

herself. 

   Hagiography is not a popular genre for most people, and those who do know it often know if from 

standard liturgical use, unpleasant encounters in religious ed. classes, or Sunday school as small children.  

Hagiography includes the lives of saints, and also stories about saints gathered from various sources.  Its 

principal purpose, at least ostensibly, is to instruct the faithful and provide them with good models to 

follow in leading Christian lives.  While this is true enough, medieval hagiography is also a very 

politically sensitive literature, and highly useful to historians in the social and cultural information it 

provides, even when it is not literally credible.  And it is often not credible, at least for us.  Hagiographers 

wrote to advance the prestige and influence of the saint’s cult, and they could be quite cunning in how 

they advanced their patrons’ interests. Hagiography is also useful to church historians when it uses 

historical figures, since how a high ecclesiastic or local ruler is portrayed tells us a great deal about the 

opinions of the hagiographer and his audience.  The models of sanctity holy people exemplify can also 

change, telling us about new developments in church doctrine, governance, and the like.  Hence, 

hagiography is a very useful genre, but because it is highly political, it is a treacherous source material as 

well. In the popular mind hagiography may well be considered an obscure genre, but that same popular 

mind harbors an idealized vision of early Ireland as the Island of Saints almost completely derived from 

hagiography, not history. 

  We must bear the contemporary purpose of the hagiographers in mind, therefore, when we look to 

hagiography as a primary source for information on the conversion period in Ireland, and draw upon as 
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many other sources of information as we can.  The problem is that there are not many other sources to 

help us understand this period that are contemporary.  Around the year 200 AD the Roman author 

Tertullian wrote a hymn which triumphantly claims that Christianity has spread as far as the British Isles.  

Some of you may also know of the continental chronicle of Prosper of Aquitaine which records that in the 

year 431 AD Pope Celestinus appointed a man named Palladius as bishop to the Irish believing in Christ.  

In the interval between those points of light and about two centuries following, Ireland’s documented 

history lies in heavy darkness.   Recent advances in archaeology and scientific methods of dating artifacts 

are contributing greatly to our knowledge of the period, but they cannot make up for the dearth of literary 

and documentary sources. 

  We do know that Ireland in the third to fifth century AD was not a country in which it would be easy for 

Christianity to establish itself.  As we all know, Jesus of Nazareth lived in Roman Palestine.  He and his 

followers were either citizens or subjects of the Roman Empire, and accustomed to living under a civil 

authority based in urban centers.  [Life of Brian: What have the Romans done for Us?  Render unto 

Caesar etc].  Early Christians gathered in groups, increasingly large groups or congregations, and most of 

them in urban centers.  They expected the state to provide them with services and infrastructure—roads, 

bridges, civic charity (bread and the circus), keep the peace, and guard their security.  These last two were 

only benefits after the conversion of Constantine and the adoption of Christianity as a state religion.  It 

was as a state religion that Christianity advanced into Britain, along with the Roman legions.  

 The legions and Roman civil authority did not take Christianity to Ireland.  Instead it had to come 

through other contacts, along trade routes, foreign slaves and marriages, Irish people returning home after 

living abroad, and certainly, missionaries, both native and foreign.  These emerging Irish Christians had a 

very different domestic social environment from their Mediterranean brethren.  Instead of an urbanized 

civil state, Irish Christianity had to adapt to an isolated agrarian semi-nomadic society divided into 

numerous territories with unstable borders ruled led by regional warrior lords and customary social and 

legal norms enforced through ties of family and kindred.  If we take the dates proposed for St. Brigit’s life 
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by Daniel McCarthy, as lying between 439-524 AD (Peritia 14 (2000), we should  think of her as active 

in Ireland when it was still very much in the initial process of conversion.   Conversion to Christianity in 

Ireland had to work out two major processes.  It had to convert the pagan population to the new religion, 

but it also had to make Christianity viable in Ireland, taking into its own structure functions no longer 

provided by a civil state structure or adapting to local social practice.  Brigit is, just as much as Patrick, a 

missionary saint.  That is to say, someone whose work was to spread, adapt and advance the Christian 

faith, not simply to exemplify the Christian life.  The interesting observation for me about this as an 

historian and feminist who is prepared to credit an historical Brigit, is that in such a period the necessarily 

sketchy organization and presence of an established male hierarchy in the church would have made it 

much easier for a woman to be prominent, active, and influential.  [See appended note] 

If we consider the dating of the early St. Brigit lives and compare them to the proposed dates for the life 

of Brigit, a wide gulf, the ‘ heavy dark’ to which I referred earlier, lies between.  The earliest accounts of 

Brigit’s life and career come to us principally through three early lives of the saint, with some additional 

information from the Irish annals, genealogies and hagiographical literature.  There is considerable debate 

among scholars as to what is the proper chronological order of these early lives.  Two are in Latin and one 

is a mix of Irish and Latin, but all three share some common material.  The general consensus is that the 

mixed text life, Bethu Brigte,   was composed in the ninth century, and the life known as Vita II, by 

Cogitosus, was written prior to the year 700.  There is a great deal of argument, however, about Vita I, 

which some would date to the mid-seventh century (ca. 650), while others would place it much later, but 

prior to the year 800.   In any case, all would agree that all the lives were composed long after the death of 

the historical Brigit, and that her cult was well established at Kildare at the time that the lives we have 

were composed.  Her hagiographers did not need to worry about advancing and establishing Christianity 

in Ireland nearly as much as they needed to advance the prestige and influence of Kildare and Brigit’s 

cult.  To do this, they project Brigit as a powerful thaumaturge.  We cannot dismiss the hagiographical 

accounts, however, as entirely fictional and genre driven.  They had access to information, written and 
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oral, we do not have; but neither can we assume they transmit such information faithfully to us, or that the 

information they had, however early, was necessarily true.  We might consider here influences from 

pagan religion and native literature which came into the hagiography. [See postscript on Brigit and 

possible pagan origins]. 

That said, let us look at the collective hagiographical version of Brigit’s life in our three texts.  The one by 

Cogitosus, which is certainly early, provides us with very little biographical information about the saint, 

since it is mostly a miracle catalog that makes no attempt to describe her career, and aims instead at 

burnishing her credentials as a prodigious miracle worker, and establishing Kildare as her cult center.  

Vita I and the mixed Irish/Latin text (Bethu Brigte) are more descriptive of the saint’s early life and social 

surroundings, but as I noted before, we have no way of independently verifying any of it.  The lives tell us 

that Brigit’s father was a wealthy man of Fothairt  (several families of Fothairt were scattered around 

Leinster, in Wexford, Carlow and the Kildare areas), but her mother Broicsech was servile.  Brigit’s 

father is forced by his chief wife, who is already jealous of of Brigit’s mother, to get rid of Broicsech 

when she learns of a prophecy that her own progeny will serve the child of this low status woman. 

How are we to assess these accounts?  First of all, was Brigit’s mother ‘servile’?  Humility, whether of 

origin or as a character trait, was not considered admirable in pagan Ireland.  I think, therefore, that if the 

hagiographers could have obscured this detail, they would have.  Still, we need not take the account 

literally.  Secular polygyny was the standard Irish social custom, and Irish law provides detailed 

descriptions of the various relationships among partners based on relative wealth and social status.  The 

first four of these describe relations among free partners; one of which is a prosperous man and a woman 

who brings no financial resources, or very limited ones, to the household (lánamnas mná for ferthinchur), 

and stands socially lower to the chief wife (cétmuinter), or woman with equal resources (bé cuitchernsa), 

if there is one.1  A slave wife would rank even lower.  In any case, however, the law specifies that a man 

who marries a slave must free her, and that the children have free status, and, since there is no 

                                                        
1Cáin Lánamna: An Old Irish Tract on Marriage and Divorce Law. Charlene M. Eska, Brill, 2010. 
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primogeniture in Irish law, all children, whatever their mother’s status, have equal inheritance rights to 

land and chattels, if male, and chattels, if female.  As the historian Dr. Lisa Bitel, has observed, this must 

have caused considerable familial discord as the mothers jostled to defend or advance the interests of their 

own children over half-siblings, to say nothing of sibling rivalry itself.  Family dinners in early Ireland 

must have been anything but a treat for all concerned.  We see this scenario borne out in the Brigit lives in 

the enmity toward Brigit of her father’s chief wife, and the efforts of her brothers to marry her off for a 

good bride price.  In the genre of hagiography, the drama of escaping marriage for a female saint is a 

required topos, but since Christianity required monogamy, the Irish ‘Big Love’ situation was not 

compatible.  However, there was an Old Testament parallel at hand, the relations among Abraham, Sara 

and Hagar (Genesis 16, 21).  I would suggest that the biblical analog to Hagar may have acted to reduce 

the status of Brigit’s mother in the early lives, and even more certainly in the later ones, from a socially 

inferior woman to servile.  Like Hagar, Broicsech is sent off to the desert, in this case Connacht, where 

Brigit is born.  She spends her early childhood there and in Munster. 

As a young woman Brigit returns to her father’s household and proceeds to dispose of his food stuffs and 

material goods at a rapid rate with her alarming generosity.   She escapes her family’s efforts to marry her 

off, as we have noted, by various tricks.  In Vita I she prays for a deformity to frighten her suitor off, but 

in Bethu Brigte she offers the suitor another girl.  This second ploy is also used in the life of St. Ita to save 

her from matrimony.    

Once the snare of matrimony is successfully avoided, Brigit takes the veil and begins her religious life.  

Where she takes the veil and from whom varies in the early hagiography, it may have been in Ui Failge 

(Crochan Bri Eile, co. Offaly) or Westmeath (Mag Teloch), with the officiating prelate variously given as 

Mel, Mac Caille or Bron, all of whom are Patrician associates in Irish hagiography which consistently 

portrays Brigit and Patrick as friendly collaborators.  The same cannot be said of the relations between 

Ulster and Leinster, or Armagh and Kildare.  At this point we lose any semblance of chronology in the 

early lives, which become miracle catalogs, with considerable variation in their telling and arrangement.  
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In Vita I and Bethu Brigte the location of  her first community is not Kildare, but Fid Eoin (Saltus Avis in 

Latin), of uncertain location, but apparently in Meath or Westmeath.  Cogitosus in his life of Brigit (Vita 

II) describes Kildare at the conclusion of his text as her grave site and the center of her cult, not her 

principal community in life, indeed, he hardly mentions it amid the many places and communities in 

which she spent her life.  We get references to ‘her community’ or ‘her sisters’, but the actual place 

names are places she visits or resides in for a time.  In all three lives, Brigit travels often, apparently 

around in the midlands (Meath and Westmeath, and Tethbae (Co. Longford) in company with her nuns, 

and often with clerics closely associated with St. Patrick, with whom Brigit appears to be on very friendly 

terms in the early lives. 

Brigit’s career now proceeds as a continuation of the catalog of miracle stories variously arranged and 

characterized by the hagiographers.  What is notable about them for us today is the variety of locations 

given for them scattered through the midlands and south of Ireland, though some of them cannot be 

located.  Brigit is always on the move and while she does often perform her miracles within the context of 

religious communities, she often deals with laity.  We are all  familiar with the images of the Golden Age 

of Irish saints as austere hermits (Skellig Michael) or  Céli Dé monastics (Tallaght, Glendalough), but 

religious engaged in evangelism could not have indulged such exclusive ideals.  They had to live very 

much in the secular world, travelling from enclave to enclave. From what we know about early Irish 

property law, monastic settlements, once founded, would have been difficult to sustain long term. 

  Land in medieval Ireland was viewed as familial, not personal property, subject to periodic redistribution 

according to need.  Upon a man’s death, his land could pass to his sons, but also his brothers and paternal 

nephews, or even more distant male kin if close kin had died out.  Daughters might receive land as well, 

but only for their life.  Upon their deaths, the land reverted to their father’s kin, not their sons or husband.  

Irish hagiography hammers away at the ideal of donations of land and support ‘forever’, but this notion of 

property comes from Roman law, not Irish law, and the sheer abundance of names of religious 

communities that have vanished without trace in medieval Irish Christian writing tells us how temporary 
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and small these early Christian enclaves really were. For women’s communities, as Lisa Bitel has pointed 

out in her work, this was especially so.  Indeed, many women converts had to remain living in difficult 

family situations, as St. Patrick tells us in his Confessio  (section 42).    

What appears to have been one of Brigit’s first communities of residence, Fid Éoin, is a case in point.  We 

have no definite location for it, perhaps Westmeath.2   There is a list of persons and places said to be in 

the paruchia of Brigit3 in the corpus of Irish saints genealogies, a long list with some 88 entries as given 

in the edited text.  Most of these, as I have noted, have vanished without more than this trace.  A long 

time ago I tried mapping out as many locations as I could find, or guess.  As I recall, I got a map with a 

heavy concentration in the area stretching from western Leinster north to the midlands and west toward 

Roscommon, bearing out the sketch of the area of activity for Brigit in the early hagiography for her. 

Much of the scholarship about Patrick and Brigit has focused on the centers of their hagiographers in 

Kildare and Armagh where their cults were centered, but if you look at the map created by the places in 

the hagiography for both saints it will show you the midlands (Meath, Westmeath, Longford) into the 

west of Roscommon and Connaght.  In early Christian Ireland of the fifth century this reflects several 

important features:  where the population was along the flow of trade goods between the eastern rivers of 

the Boyne and Liffey and the Shannon in the west, and the seats of political power which was originally 

at Rath Cruachain.  In its vicinity in the fifth century a new power arose, expanding to the north, but also 

eastward in the sixth century through this same midlands corridor.  We know this new power as the 

dynasties of  Uí Neill.  For a missionary church seeking to establish itself socially and find political 

protection in this same time period, this midlands corridor would have been a vital region to.  [I would 

call you attention to the map on page 51 of the Atlas of the Irish Rural Landscape, which shows a high 

density of sites in this area.  You might want to think of the black dots on this map as representing the age 

of Brigit and Patrick, while the red ones reflect the Ireland of their later hagiographers.]   
                                                        
2 CGSH item 161:  Cronan ua hElmine i nDisiurt Atha m. Mugnai, I Cind Chlair, I Fid Eoin, et Brig Mor i 
Sendomach Feda Eoin. 
3 ibid item 670, p. 112-118.  Brigitae sanctae subiectae erant omens hae virgines sanctae quarum loca et nomin 
enumerabimus. 
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As I have noted already, Brigit’s hagiographers relate her life as a series of miracle stories, often 

reordered in sequence among the lives, or told with different amounts of detail.  The types of miracles are 

largely derived from the great prototype for all hagiography, the New Testment Gospels of the life of 

Jesus, who is, after all, the absolute example of the Christian life.  Like Jesus, saints restore the dead, sick 

and maimed, feed the hungry, assist the afflicted and poor, and reward the faithful with their miraculous 

powers, which are ascribed to the power of Christ and God by the pious saints (with a couple notable 

exceptions).   The powers are manifested, however, in the saint himself or herself, and Brigit’s 

hagiographers, while piously acknowledging the ultimate source, take clear pride in the display of their 

saints’ prowess as a thaumaturge (miracle worker).   Miracle stories are most useful to the historian for 

the details the hagiographers provide since the hagiographers were anxious to make these stories credible 

and appealing to the faithful of their own times.  People are people.  We fear death, the loss of our 

creature comforts, health, and property, misfortune, and the enmity of those more socially and politically 

powerful than ourselves.  The promise that a saint could offer protection to those who revered them, [and 

offered alms to their cult sites], from these ills is part of the support structure for any saint’s life, Irish or 

continental. The Irish women’s lives tend to have more miracle stories relating to food and domestic life 

than the men’s, but all the saints do the same sorts of miracles.   Brigit is a bit different from her sister 

Irish women saints in her mobility, not the kinds or numbers of miracles she performs. 

Let us finish this formal bit of our consideration of St. Brigit today with a brief consideration of Kildare, 

and its place in the cult of St. Brigit.  Cogitosus, the author of Vita II, is downright boastful about the 

glories of Kildare, and its pride of place among Irish monastic foundations (pace Armagh).  He is, 

however, speaking of Kildare centuries after the death of Brigit herself.  It is entirely possible that she did 

spend some of her life at Kildare, and died there, establishing it as her cult site because it was her grave 

site.  Its rise to prominence in the Celtic Christian world after her lifetime, however, was certainly due to 

the patronage it attracted from the Leinster secular dynasties of Uí Dunlainge who, like the Uí Neill were 

in formation in the later fifth century and rising to dominance in the sixth.  Kildare was principally under 
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the patronage of its subsept Uí Faéláin, which supplied Kildare with several of Brigit’s successor 

abbesses.  Members of  Uí Dunlainge in all probability were among the patrons for the early 

hagiographers for Brigit, so we have a sort of chicken and the egg situation in that the royal secular 

patrons of Kildare advanced the cult of St. Brigit, and she advanced their prestige in return.  There is 

glancing mention of Kildare in Bethu Brigte, but Vita I ignores Kildare, showing Brigit instead as a 

steady companion of Patrick and actively involved with the dynastic struggles of the midland Uí Neill.  

Even at the end of her life it does not bring in Kildare, saying only that she departed life amid choirs of all 

manner of heavenly denizens and “in the place where her venerable body rests or wherever her name is 

mentioned, benefits come to those who seek [her help].”4    

On this her feast day, then, let us be glad that we can solicit her attention and assistance by evoking her 

name even if we are not at Kildare.  Happily we do not require her miraculous intervention to get our 

refreshments, and I am sure she will stay for the music.  She is, after all, a good Irish girl.   

  Thank you for your invitation to speak here today. 
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Other books of interest 

Some of these may also be hard to find without access to an academic library, but through the internet 
wider access is always increasing.  If not these exact items, I hope the names of books and authors will 
help you find local resources. 

 Early Medieval Ireland 400-1200, Dáibhí Ó Cróínín, Longman, 1995.  I consider this the best short 
history of early Ireland, but it is not a coffee table book and requires attention on the part of the reader. 

Cáin Lánamna: An Old Irish Tract on Marriage and Divorce Law, Charlene M. Eska. Medieval Law and 
Its Practice, John Hudson, managing editor, vol. 5.  Brill, 2010.  

A Guide to Early Irish Law, Fergus Kelly, Early Irish Law series, vol. 3. Dublin Institute for Advanced 
Studies, 1988.   

Isle of the Saints: Monastic Settlement and Christian Community in Early Ireland, Lisa M. Bitel. Ithaca, 
NY, 1990. 

Land of Women: Tales of Sex and Gender from Early Ireland., Lisa M. Bitel, Cornell University Press, 
1996, paperback edition 1998.  I have reservations about some of the premises of this book, but she 
provides a lot of primary source references of interest whether or not you agree with her views on them. 

“An Introduction to Early Irish Saints’ Lives” by Kim McCone, Maynooth Review, volume 11 (December 
1984), 26-59.   He provides an extremely valuable discussion of the ways in which Irish native culture 
may have influences hagiographical writing. 

The Forgotten Hermitage of Skellig Michael, Walter Horn, Jenny White Marshall, and Grellan D. Rourke, 
University of California Press, 1990.  If nothing else this book will make you fully appreciate indoor 
plumbing and central heat. 

Churches in Early Medieval Ireland, Tomás Ó Carragáin,  Yale University Press, 2010. 

Atlas of the Irish Rural Landscape, F.H.A. Aalen, Kevin Whelan and Matthew Stout, editors. University 
of Toronto Press, 1997. 

The Holy Wells of Ireland, Patrick Logan, Colin Smythe, 1980.  Distributed in US by Dufour Editions. 

Crossing the Circle at the Holy Wells of Ireland, Walter L.Brenneman, Jr. and Mary G. Brenneman, 
University Press of Virginia, 1995. 

CGSH: Corpus Genealogiarum Sanctorum Hiberniae, Pádraig Ó Riain, Dublin Institute for Advanced 
Studies, 1985.  This is the standard edition of genealogical information about Irish saints and ecclesiastics 
used by scholars. It is in Latin and Irish and not very accessible reading, but it is often cited by authors in 
books and articles.   
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Celtic Mythology, Proinsias MacCana, Hamlyn Publishing Group, Ltd. 1970.  At least three subsequent 
press runs were done for this very popular survey of Irish vernacular stories and myths. The third 
impression was in 1975. 

Postscript note    February 5, 2014 

On the basis of a number of questions from people following the talk at the Aisling Gallery on Feb. 1, 

regarding the pagan associations of Brigit and Kildare, I have added the following remarks. 

There are many highly respected academic authorities on early Christian Ireland who dismiss or greatly 

doubt the historicity of St. Brigit because of evidence for an earlier Celtic goddess of that name. (For the 

pagan Brig, or Brighid, figure with attributes similar to the Roman goddess Minerva as a patroness of 

crafts and poetry (see Mac Cana’s book, 34-35) ).  The Cogitosus life of Brigit does speak of the great oak 

tree at Kildare, and oak was one of the revered trees of pagan Ireland.  Gerald of Wales, in his travels in 

Ireland in the twelfth century also reports a sacred hearth with an eternal flame carefully tended at 

Kildare, which certainly has pagan overtones.  While I certainly concur that such a figure in pagan Irish 

culture as this goddess could have greatly assisted in the growth of St. Brigit’s reputation and cult in 

Ireland, I do not find that sufficient reason to discount the existence of a Christian woman active in the 

early church in Ireland who became revered by Irish Christians as a saint.  To me this is the argument that 

because Frank Baum’s Dorothy Gale of Kansas is a well-known character of American literature who 

appears in 1900, the later Dorothy Africa must be ficitional, or perhaps represents a garbled version of  

the ‘real’ person Judy Garland.  Phooey.  It is true, however, that I was named after that character, and the 

little girl from Kansas is the one most people associate with the name. 

Mac Cana flatly states that the Brigit lives do not show her as a well-traveled missionary, but I think he 

was thinking of missionaries as people like Patrick who go to other countries and are described by their 

hagiographers as publically preaching.  We must keep in mind what was possible for a fifth-century Irish 

woman to do.  Mother Theresa is not remembered as a travelling public preacher either, but I would 

venture to say that her influence on Christians and expanding Christianity in India (and elsewhere) has 
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been profound.  I would also suggest that a later image of what constitutes a figure of authority was at the 

root of the claim by Cogitosus that Brigit was made a bishop at her consecration.  To Cogitosus, that is 

what would account for the stature Brigit had among Irish Christians, which was certainly extraordinary 

for a woman, and needed explanation.  More to the point, such an office would grant her equal status with 

St. Patrick and the claims being made by Armagh in the sixth century when Cogitosus was writing.  It is 

entirely possible, given the scant presence of ordained clergy in fifth century Ireland that some women 

did act with greater authority than the later church allowed, and stories of these greater spheres of action 

prompted Cogitosus to make the claim.  As I noted in my remarks last Saturday, the earliest surviving 

accounts we have for St. Brigit were written about a century and a half to two centuries after her life time, 

and we have little reliable and independent information outside of the hagiographical accounts. 

I take this opportunity once again to thank all those who attended the event at the gallery for their kind 

attention and their interest in St. Brigit.  I enjoyed the day, and the chance to speak with so many of you. 

Dorothy Africa 

 

 


