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IMAGINING HEAVEN AND EARTH: COSMOLOGY AND THE IRISH TRADITION 
IN SALTAIR NA RANN

Michelle DiPietro

New College of Florida, 2008

ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the cosmological section of the tenth-century Middle Irish 

biblical poem Saltair na Rann, and its relationship to medieval Irish literary and 

cosmological traditions. The first 336 lines of the poem describe the creation of the 

universe within the biblical framework of Genesis, but deviating substantially to include 

detailed cosmological information. Saltair na Rann and other works of ecclesiastical 

literature produced in medieval Ireland, including biblical exegesis, apocrypha, pseudo-

history, and cosmological treatises, show a marked interest in incorporating native 

interests and literary motifs with continental Christian forms of literature. After an 

exploration of what cosmology was in the context of theological study, and how the 

cosmological tradition developed from the classical world to late antiquity and the early 

Middle Ages, I will consider which elements of Saltair na Rann's cosmology are 

consistent with continental sources and which are not. I will draw particular attention to 

elements of Saltair na Rann's cosmology that are non-standard and have no known 

precedent, which therefore exemplify the tendency of Irish writers to seamlessly blend 

native interests with imported models.
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Introduction

“To the reader interested in oddities...” writes Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, “medieval 

Ireland is an answer to a prayer.”1 A territory once viewed as the edge of the known 

world, Ireland was often characterized as distant and isolated, steeped in the pagan 

religiosity of the ancient Celts long after the arrival of Christianity. By contrast, 

revisionist scholars study medieval Ireland in terms of how it was consistent with the rest 

of the Christian West, given that it produced numerous influential missionaries who 

traveled to the Continent and contributed to the corpus of ecclesiastical literature.2 This 

thesis will argue in opposition to the extremes of these portraits; the literature of medieval 

Ireland reflects a more nuanced form of cultural identity, in which the concerns and 

priorities of the native Irish came to be integrated with Christian learning. One work in 

particular, the tenth-century Irish poem Saltair na Rann—or “Psalter of Quatrains”—

stands out as an ideal example of this hybridity.

Saltair na Rann (henceforth abbreviated as SR) is a intricate work of ecclesiastical 

literature. In 162 cantos and 8392 lines of Middle Irish verse, it retells major events from 

the Old and New Testaments, almost the entire Bible. Scholars agree that was probably 

written in the end of the tenth century, but the authorship remains unknown.3 It emerged 

from a long-standing literary tradition in Ireland that produced both secular and 

ecclesiastical literature. SR contains elements from a variety of genres: an in-depth 

cosmology, a genealogy of contemporary tenth-century Irish kings, apocryphal stories, 

and mythical figures alongside characters and events. SR is a useful text for exploring 
1 O Croinin, EMI, 12.
2 Richter, 189.
3 Greene and Kelly, The Irish Adam and Eve Story, 7.
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genres popular in Ireland at and before its time, and how they fit into the long-standing 

literary tradition.

SR has received little scholarly attention, perhaps because of its complexity and 

length and the difficulty of the poetic language used. Irish philologist and folklorist 

Whitley Stokes published the first edition of SR in 1883 based on the twelfth-century 

Oxford manuscript, Bodleian Library Rawlinson B502.4 No accompanying translation 

was published, however, and to this day there is no complete translated edition. Parts of 

the work, however, have been edited, translated, and published separately in compilations 

or in freestanding works. John Carey's King of Mysteries contains the first three cantos in 

English translation.5 David Greene and Fergus Kelly jointly published The Irish Adam 

and Eve Story, the apocryphal lives and penance of Adam and Eve featured in lines 833 

through 2240 of the poem.6 David Greene's attempt to translate the entirety of SR and 

publish it was interrupted by his death in 1976. Consequently, the only available 

translation of the entire work is in the form of scanned copies of Greene's  provisional 

translation, with written corrections, hosted by the Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies' 

CELT database.7 Several scholars of medieval Irish literature have studied SR in some 

depth, but this scholarship remains limited, and usually appears as a side note in a larger 

overall study of apocrypha in Ireland.8  Overall, there is still much work to be done with 

SR.  

The opening canto of SR provides a good example of the hybridity of medieval 

4 Stokes, The Saltair na Rann: A Collection of Early Middle Irish Poems.
5 Carey, King of Mysteries.
6 Greene and Kelly, The Irish Adam and Eve Story.
7 Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, “School of Celtic Studies – Saltair na Rnn,” CELT  Database, 

http://www.celt.dias.ie/publications/online/saltair_na_rann/#read (accessed April 24, 2009).
8 Seymour, 1922, 1923;   Dumville, 1973.
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Irish culture. This thesis will focus on Canto I, which is an account of creation loosely 

following the framework of Genesis 1, but which is significantly expanded. It is by no 

means the longest canto of the work, but compared to the extreme brevity of Genesis 1. It 

is by no means the longest cano of the work, but compared to the brevity of the Genesis 

account, it is a veritable encyclopedia of cosmological knowledge. Some parts of the 

cosmology were derived from traditions that may be traced back to late antique and 

classical sources, reflecting medieval Ireland's strong connections to continental learning. 

At the same time, parts of this cosmology have no obvious precedents in Christian or 

classical literature of the first millennium, and so, offer insight into indigenous Irish 

thought.  The mix of continental and Irish material makes it clear that Irish scholars saw 

no separation of the indigenous and the foreign.

Cosmology, the term given to the study of the universe, its parts, and how they 

work together, originated in antiquity. Certain classical works of cosmology were 

popularized in the Middle Ages by pagan and Christian encyclopedists like Macrobius in 

the fifth century and Isidore of Seville in the seventh, and by commentators like Calcidius 

in the fourth century. Classical cosmology dealt with the origin of the universe as well as 

its components, but the church fathers, especially the fifth-century bishop St. Augustine 

of Hippo, integrated cosmological science with the biblical creation story. From then on, 

most cosmologies appeared in biblical commentaries or exegetical texts—works that 

analyzed the more obscure or difficult parts of the Bible. Medieval cosmology was the 

product of centuries of observation, shared learning, and doctrinal interpretation, and, 

thus,studying cosmology lends insight into how people believed the universe came to be, 

and what surrounded them. This is the context in which cosmology appears in SR.
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Over the past twenty years, John Carey has studied in depth the first three cantos 

of SR, which contain cosmology, angelology, and the Heavenly City. In his article 

“Cosmology in Saltair na Rann,”9  Carey traces what he thinks may be the sources for 

some of Canto 1's more conventional features, and makes a case for the potentially Irish 

origin of passages that cannot be accounted for in other continental sources. His work is 

valuable for understanding the complex nature of Irish learning, in which native interests 

and foreign exemplars coexisted harmoniously. My work on SR builds upon his 

invaluable research on source study. I have chosen to explore some of the connections he 

suggests in his article and to suggest my own connections where I find them.

Chapter one of this thesis will explain cosmology as a field of study used by 

medieval natural philosophers and theologians to understand the structure and workings 

of the universe. I will summarize the ancient Greek and Roman authors whose works 

contributed to the corpus of cosmological knowledge, and construct a standard model of 

the universe as put forth by these authors. Focusing on the authors whose works were 

popular in the Middle Ages—Plato and Pliny the Elder—I will discuss the survival of 

cosmological study through the works of the late antique authors Macrobius (fifth-

century), Martianus Capella (fifth-century), and Calcidius (fourth-century, and their roles 

in preserving ancient cosmology into the Middle Ages. I will then consider how the study 

of the universe was reconceptualized to suit the needs of Christianity by influential 

patristic authors like St. Augustine and Isidore of Seville. Cosmology in the Christian 

period was a means of elaborating on the biblical creation story, and was therefore an 

inherently interpretive genre, allowing Christian thinkers to contemplate how their 

physical surroundings reflected the presence of the divine. A brief description of how the 
9  Carey, “Cosmology in Saltair na Rann,” 1985.
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cosmological tradition arrived in Ireland will ultimately contextualize the cosmology in 

SR within the overall scheme of medieval theological contemplation.

In chapter two, I will contextualize SR within the broader scope of literary trends 

in medieval Ireland, focusing on those which are represented in SR. Nineteenth and early-

twentieth-century scholarship on medieval Ireland tended to portray Ireland as an isolated 

place whose late conversion to Christianity and unconventional practices thereafter 

engendered idiosyncratic trends. In response to this debate, more recent scholarship has 

sought to deemphasize Ireland's idiosyncrasies, focusing instead on how pervasive 

Christianity was in Ireland, and that it was not as culturally separate as once perceived. I 

have chosen to examine how the ecclesiastical literature of medieval Ireland reflects a 

more complex hybridity of culture. In each of the literary genres I focus on, I identify 

instances where Irish authors took existing models and adapted them to fit their own 

cultural and intellectual priorities. SR is a good example of this hybridity as it includes 

elements all of these genres and incorporates them into what is essentially an Irish 

reinterpretation of the Bible. Ultimately, I will present an approach to the study of 

hybridity that can be applied to all parts of SR, and many other literary works from 

medieval Ireland.

In the third chapter, I turn my attention to Canto 1 of SR. I will identify examples 

of cosmological lore not found anywhere else in the tradition and consider how they 

relate to the cosmological model established in chapter one. In essence, SR's cosmology 

represents the integration of the tenth-century Irish worldview with holy Scripture. 

Therefore, I will discuss how the idiosyncrasies in Canto 1 exemplify the tendency of 

Irish writers to expand on existing models with original observations and traditions. 
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Ultimately, this thesis seeks to explain how SR's cosmology—based on a model 

but freely incorporating indigenous elements—articulates Ireland's place in the 

intellectual culture of medieval Europe.  Medieval Ireland was a place of cultural and 

intellectual hybridity, which adopted traditional genres and methods of study while 

seamlessly incorporating native interests, thereby maintaining a degree of cultural 

separateness from its neighbors.

The translation used for this study was published by John Carey in King of Mysteries, 

2000.
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Chapter 1: Medieval Cosmology

Introduction

Cosmology is, simply put, “the theory of the universe as an ordered whole and the 

general laws which govern it.”10  The universe as it was understood in the Middle Ages 

was a structured and finite system of concentric spheres, at the center of which was the 

earth, and beyond which lay the dwelling place of the divine. These spheres, which were 

in constant synchronized motion, contained the seven known planets, which revolved 

around the earth. Cosmology intersected with the other fields in the study of celestial 

phenomena, astronomy and astrology.  Astronomy, while similar in subject matter to 

cosmology, was concerned with the physical landscape of the universe. Astrology, often 

viewed as superstitious, was the study of the workings of the universe with the intention 

of foretelling events.11 Cosmology, however, studied the harmony of all the components 

of the universe, and was rooted in the idea that all celestial phenomena were witness to 

the perfection and grace of God, who had created them deliberately. Fundamentally, 

cosmology treated science and spirituality—a purely modern distinction—as matters 

intertwined, operating in support of each other.

While the cosmological model presented above was the standard interpretation of 

the universe for centuries, its details were not stagnant, and evolved over time based on 

the changing priorities of authors. In the ancient world, Greek and Roman cosmographers 

concluded that the universe was the product of divine will, that celestial phenomena were 

the manifestations of the divine, and that the gods themselves were embodied in the 

10 Grant, “Medieval Cosmology,” 265.
11 Isidore, Etymologies, 2.27 and 2.71.20.
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planets.  As there was no single textual authority on the subject, writings on the cosmos 

ranged from theologically-charged dialogues to scientific treatises, all of which were 

predominantly philosophical in nature.  Some cosmological works of the ancient world 

endured into the late antique period, when pagan writers of the early centuries CE sought 

to preserve them, at the same time when Christian thought was flourishing. Consequently, 

the ancient model of cosmology remained available to early Christian thinkers as well, 

for whom creation was an important theological concern. Some of the most influential 

writers of the early Christian period drew from this enduring cosmological tradition, 

seeing it as a valid method of reflection on the cosmos and workings of God, and a way 

to expand on the biblical account of creation. While some of the specifics of 

cosmological lore changed, in the course of the transition from a pantheistic to a 

monotheistic divine model, the field of study remained a means for better understanding 

the nature of God and the universe, just as it was for the ancient Greek thinkers.

The study of the cosmos in the Middle Ages was primarily the work of 

theologians who sought to further their understanding of the universe by supporting 

Scripture with preexisting cosmological knowledge. The portion of Genesis 1 that was of 

the most interest to cosmographers described the six days of creation. Since this passage 

gave only vague and abstract descriptions of the universe, it was common for medieval 

Christian authors to draw additional scientific information from the classical and late 

antique natural philosophers. This contributed to the survival and transmission of a 

common cosmic model. Very little cosmology was purely original, and any variations 

from the standard model were usually in the details of what each author chose to include 

or ignore from his source text. For this reason, it is sometimes feasible to trace which 
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authors contributed specific ideas to the cosmological model.

This chapter will follow the evolution of cosmology, looking at the authors whose 

works had the most influence, and pioneered the use of cosmological study alongside 

theological contemplation. My survey consists of three parts corresponding to the three 

major phases of cosmological thought: its classical origins, its preservation and 

elaboration in late antiquity, and its function in validating Christian Scripture. The 

cosmological tradition spread throughout medieval Europe and eventually came to 

Ireland in the sixth and seventh centuries. I will, thus, conclude my chapter with a brief 

survey of how these early sources got to Ireland, where they became available to the 

author of Saltair na Rann. Medieval cosmology as it was received in Ireland was the 

product of centuries of observation, shared learning, and doctrinal interpretation. Thus, it 

gives insight into how people believed the universe came to be, and what surrounded 

them.

The Classical Origins of Cosmology

In the classical model, the universe was finite. It was round, surrounded by a 

series of concentric spheres, each of which was made up of a particular element (earth, 

fire, water, or air). These spheres occupied the space above the earth and contained the 

seven known planets, embodiments of the gods themselves. The spheres and planets 

existed in perpetual, harmonious motion, which kept the universe both balanced and 

intact. While the specifics of this model vary from source to source, these are the core 

components of the universe as interpreted by classical cosmographers.

Among the authors who were integral in the development of cosmology, the 
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works of only a few survived into the early Middle Ages. For example, Aristotle (fourth-

century BCE), often viewed as the authority on cosmology before Copernicus, wrote 

several scientific treatises on cosmology, including On the Heavens, a work concerned 

with the motions of the heavenly and terrestrial bodies.12 His works were lost after the 

classical period and were not rediscovered until the twelfth century, however.13 Ptolemy 

(second-century CE) wrote the Amalgest, which focuses on the measurements of the 

planetary paths and the planets' movement. He had been influenced by earlier models, 

such as Hipparchus' (second century BCE) study of the planetary cycles, Apollonius 

(fourth-century BCE), and Babylonian science, which had been estimating the planetary 

movements as early as 700 BCE.14  But Pteolemy's innovations in cartography held the 

most interest in the Middle Ages, and his mathematical approach to astronomy was not 

widely popularized until the twelfth century.15 The much earlier Pythagoras took a 

mathematical approach to the study of the cosmos, using geometric calculations to 

explain the “persistent and real amid the changing variety of the physical world.”16 This 

approach influenced later writers, like Plato (c. fourth or fifth-century BCE). Plato's 

extensive cosmological work, the Timaeus, takes the form of a Socratic dialogue; this 

remained the foremost Greek influence on medieval cosmological thought. And although 

some scholars argue that the Roman world contributed little to the development of 

scientific thought, Pliny the Elder's (first-century CE) Natural History was widely 

available, if only as a repository of Greek knowledge.17 Pliny's work on natural history 

12 Grant, Physical Science, 21.
13 Edson and Savage-Smith, 44.
14 Gingerich, 8.
15 Crombie, 86. See also Edson and Savage-Smith on Ptolemaic maps, 45.
16 Crombie, 29.
17 Crombie, 11.
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also remained well-known, and it, like many others that survived, were based on the 

Platonic model.18 Therefore, the remainder of this section will focus on the major 

contributions of Plato and Pliny.

PLATO

The Platonic model of the universe dominated the landscape of medieval 

cosmological thought. Numerous late antique and medieval commentaries on Plato's 

Timaeus, including the fourth-century Calcidius' commentary and translation into Latin, 

attest to its popularity and extensive usage. Thanks to Calcidius, the Timaeus was one of 

very few ancient Greek works that remained available to medieval scholars.19 Plato's 

emphases on harmony and on the earth as the center of the universe remained 

cornerstones of the cosmological model for centuries.

The Socratic dialogue of the Timaeus features four characters: Socrates, Critias, 

Hermocrates, and Timaeus himself. Timaeus, the so-called “astronomer” of the group, 

leads the dialogue on components of the heavens and on creation. 

In the beginning of his speech, Timaeus explains the perfection and harmony of 

the universe, establishing it as an ordered whole.  The structure of his explanation is 

important to its overall meaning. He describes  the formation of the universe starting at 

the earth, and working outward to the celestial realms.  This emphasizes that the earth 

was literally the center point of the universe but also the farthest away from the realms of 

the divine. (Tim. 36d). Timaeus argues that all of the disparate parts of the universe were 

connected to the same “world-soul,” a rational consciousness that the universe possessed. 

18 Crombie, 11.
19   Grant, 14.
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The soul of the universe radiated outward from the center, or the earth, and stretched out 

towards heaven (Tim. 34a-b). 

The earth and the elements were crafted from existing chaotic matter that was 

shaped deliberately by divine will in an act of goodness (Tim. 29e). The universe was 

crafted by a singular creator god, who possessed reason and a soul. Reason, Plato 

explains, is a fundamental attribute of the soul. Therefore, the fact that the universe 

operates with logic and reason reflects that it possesses a soul. Scholar and translator 

Francis Cornford suggests that this is the earliest reference, in cosmological literature, to 

a singular creator, which may have been one reason why the Timaeus was conducive to 

Christian adoption.20

This harmony appears at every level, including in the composition of the 

elements. The Platonic universe was made of four elements, each with very specific 

characteristics, which allowed them to balance one another. In section 31b, Timaeus 

explains that the universe is made chiefly from fire and water; for without earth nothing 

could be tangible, and without fire, nothing would be visible. Air and water, the 

remaining two, bind the first elements together. Each of the four elements appears in all 

things (Tim. 32c). 

The seven known planets, sometimes referred to as the heavenly or celestial 

bodies, played an important role in demonstrating the perfect harmony and balance of the 

universe. Plato believed that the planets were sentient beings that embodied the gods, and 

that they rotated perpetually around the earth. Their motion was systematic and 

harmonious and their shape perfect, representative of the greater perfection of the 

universe. Timaeus describes all seven heavenly bodies—the Sun, Mercury,  Venus, the 
20 Cornford, 34.



13

Moon, Saturn, Mars, and Jupiter—as existing within separate spheres, orbiting the earth 

“in due proportion.” This means that the annual progression through the each zodiac 

period (or month) and the alternation between day and night were both regulated by the 

constant, harmonized motion of the heavenly bodies, which had symmetrical and 

balanced orbits. As early as Timaeus, or perhaps earlier, natural philosophers believed the 

earth was round, which is reflected in the idea of the circular orbits of the planets. 

PLINY THE ELDER

Notable authors of Roman origin also contributed to the corpus of cosmological 

learning. Pliny the Elder was a Roman author whose works remained popular throughout 

the Middle Ages. His Natural History, written in the first century CE, is an extensive 

work of 37 books that encompass such subjects as botany, geography, mineralogy, 

zoology, meteorology and, most importantly in our case, cosmology. 21 Pliny devotes 

Book 2 of Natural History to the study of earth and cosmos, with subjects ranging from 

the infinity of the universe to the behavior of comets. The work is in an encyclopedic 

format, often adopted by later authors. Cosmology is just a small fraction of the overall 

work.

Book 2 begins with a description of the origin of the universe, which suggests that 

cosmological matters had become synonymous with creation by Pliny's time (NH 2.1). 

Pliny, like Plato, depicts a spherical universe that is immeasurable. As in Timaeus, the 

planetary bodies constantly revolve around the earth; they move of their own accord, 

while the stars are attached to the permanently revolving outer shell (NH 2.3). Pliny's 

approach to cosmology is more allegorical than technical. He states, for example, that the 

21 Rackham, vii.
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sun “removed darkness... illuminates the rest of the stars... in accord with nature's 

precedent,” instead of offering a more detailed technical explanation of why the sun 

creates light, and how it affects the change of seasons (NH 2.4). 

This sentiment appears frequently throughout Book 2, in which Pliny repeatedly 

censures his predecessors who proposed wildly inaccurate theories about the natural 

world (NH 2.5). For example, only the vulgar believe in astrology (NH 2.6); the “ancient” 

belief in only four cardinal winds is “dull-witted” (NH 2.46); and those, like Democritus, 

who seek to discover the exact number and nature of the gods only succeed in reaching 

“the height of folly” (NH 2.5).

But because Pliny often invokes the names of his predecessors so as to comment 

on their ideas, he leaves valuable clues as to the information that was available to him. 

While he dismisses astrologers, he looks to figures like Pythagoras and even Homer as 

offering more worthwhile insight into the nature of the universe. When discussing 

eclipses, for example, he explains how the study of eclipses began with Thales of 

Miletus, the first person to foretell an eclipse, followed by Hipparchus, who foretold 600 

years of eclipses, all the way up to Pliny's own time, when eclipses were predicted during 

consulship of Vespasian (NH 2.10). He uses Pythagoras' measurements of the distance 

between heavenly bodies (NH 2.19). Pliny agrees with some of his predecessors' 

assertions on technical matters such as calculations of the size, rotation and distance 

between the planets. But his notions of the rest of the cosmos, such as the elements and 

the firmament—essentially, the unknowable parts—remain more abstract than technical. 

Although selective about which ideas it endorsed as true, the Natural History acted as a 

compilation of ideas, even those Pliny disagreed with.
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Cosmology in Late Antiquity

Medieval cosmological thought was strongly rooted in the ancient models, despite 

its theological differences. This was probably due to the continued use of classical 

sources during the late antique period by commentators and compilers. The overall model 

presented by classical writers—containing concepts like the four elements, seven 

heavenly spheres, and planetary motion, among others—had become standard in 

understanding the universe, and generally did not conflict with Christian doctrine. 

Additionally, the Christianization of the medieval world was gradual, and the pagan 

cosmographers, who will be described below, helped to maintain the availability of 

classical works in an increasingly Christian world.22

Fifth-century commentators like Macrobius, Martianus Capella, and the earlier 

Calcidius, were just a few of the authors who made use of classical works at a time when 

readership for the classics and knowledge to Greek language were waning.23 Calcidius' 

translation of Timaeus in the fourth century made Platonic cosmology widely available. 

Other writers built upon the Platonic model, such as Macrobius, who wrote a 

commentary on Cicero's Dream of Scipio, a narrative that incorporated Platonic 

cosmological ideas. Martianus Capella composed the Marriage of Philology and 

Mercury, a text that defined the seven liberal arts, one of which was astronomy; therefore, 

his broadly disseminated theories on the universe merit attention. The remainder of this 

section will summarize the key features of the works of Macrobius and Martianus 

Capella.

22 Stahl, Macrobius, 9.
23 Stahl, Macrobius, 10.
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MACROBIUS

Macrobius' Commentary on the Dream of Scipio is a prominent example of a 

work that contributed to the spread of Platonic natural philosophy. This text is a 

commentary on the Dream of Scipio, at the end of Cicero’s Republic, which reinterprets 

Platonic ideas of the universe. Stahl writes, “Macrobius belonged to an important group 

of polymaths and encyclopedists who, in the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries, attempted 

to epitomize and present in readily accessible form the classical liberal arts, and the more 

attractive teachings of classical philosophy.”24
 His Commentary, described as an 

“exposition on Neoplatonism,” was widely read by contemporary authors.25

Macrobius' Commentary follows the much shorter Ciceronian work from 

beginning to end, assessing each section of it for, among other things, its scientific 

value.26
 Much of the Commentary is a discussion on dreams, and their connection to the 

soul. Dreams serve as the medium through which knowledge of the cosmos can be 

discerned, particularly that which the waking mind cannot comprehend (Comm. 1.2). 

Many features of the work are reminiscent of Plato, particularly the planetary bodies and 

the heavenly spheres. Some of the details appear to have been directly drawn from the 

Timaeus, such as the order in which the planets are listed and the role of the heavenly 

spheres in maintaining celestial motion (Comm. 5.15). 

Another place where Macrobius expands on a Platonic concept is his seeming 

fascination with celestial numerology. He uses numbers to mark the significant points of 

the human life cycle, from the development of the human embryo to the soul's ascent into 

24 Stahl, Macrobius, 9.
25 Stahl, Macrobius, 10.
26 Stahl, Macrobius, 12.
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heaven, as well as the soul's initial bond to the body (Comm. 13.11). Macrobius builds on 

the Platonic concept of the universe being comprised of four elements, each with specific 

attributes (Tim. 32c). He takes it one step further, however, explaining that the numbers 

three and four can both be found in the elements. As Macrobius explains, each element 

has two attributes out of four: cold, hot, moist, and dry (Comm. 6.36). Cold, moist water 

will have its coldness in common with earth and its moisture in common with air, which 

makes the three elements, earth, water, and air, fundamentally connected. The number 

three symbolizes this unity; when combined with four, the number of the elements, one 

arrives at seven, the number of the planets (rather, the five known planets and the sun and 

moon, all of which were understood to be planets). Therefore, three, four, and seven are 

all recur as important symbolic numbers throughout the cosmological tradition. This 

complex explanation is just one example of how Macrobius built upon Platonic concepts, 

and assigned new symbolism to preexisting notions.

The Commentary was the source, whether directly or indirectly, of many of the 

recurring elements in medieval cosmology. While Macrobius continually reminds the 

reader of his intent to assess Cicero's work, the scientific aspects of it are so pervasive 

that it became valuable as a cosmological resource, independent of being a literary one.

MARTIANUS CAPELLA

Martianus Capella was a pagan writer who lived in the Roman province of Africa 

during the early fifth century. His treatise The Marriage of Philology and Mercury 

popularized the seven liberal arts, consisting of the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, and logic) 

and the quadrivium (music, geometry, arithmetic, and astronomy).27 These became the 

27 Stahl, Martianus Capella, 90.
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basis for education in the medieval West. Because astronomy was part of the system, its 

importance as both a theological consideration and a scholastic subject ensured that 

medieval thinkers maintained an interest in it. Even though the section on astronomy is 

shorter than the others in the text, Stahl proclaims it “the best-proportioned and most 

satisfactory treatise on astronomy in the extant Latin literature before the Graeco-Arabic 

revival [of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries].”28 

In the Marriage of Philology and Mercury, Capella personifies each of the seven 

liberal arts as a guest at the wedding of Philology, an embodiment of the art of words, to 

the god Mercury. One of these guests is Astronomy. The character Astronomy dictates 

such information as the names of constellations, the positions of the twelve zodiacs, the 

sun's course through each zodiac (or month), and the movements of the planets within the 

celestial sphere. Capella invokes the same celestial model that Plato and Pliny had. The 

universe is formed in the shape of a globe composed entirely of four elements (Marriage 

814).29 The work displays no trace of Christian influence, and the portion on astronomy 

lacks any cosmological methodology whatsoever. Instead, the work's importance lies in 

its details, especially with regard to astronomical calculations, which provided a 

reference for later authors. 

Cosmology and Christian Thinkers

The preservation of Platonic thought was not left entirely to the pagan writers of 

late antiquity. Many of the ideas ascribed to Plato appear in the works of the Church 

Fathers and other Christian writers. Throughout the Middle Ages, compilation and works 

28 Stahl, Martianus Capella, 90.
29 Stahl notes how reminiscent this is of the Platonic model, referencing Timaeus 32c-d, and NH 2.5. 

Martianus Capella, 318.
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of commentary became fundamental modes for the development and spread of Christian 

thought. In the Christian world, natural philosophy was deeply rooted in Scripture, and 

from that emerged an extensive exegetical tradition, centered on creation. In order to 

explain the vague creation story in Genesis 1, early Christian writers drew from pre-

established authorities on the natural world, including classical and late antique authors.

For example, Genesis 1:15 describes a dome-like object called the firmament 

being shaped in the heavens. But there is no further elaboration on the subject, other than 

to say that it separated “waters from the waters” (Gen. 1:6).  A learned author, when 

confronted with this vague passage, might have recalled Pliny's explanation that the 

firmament was a rotating outer shell of the universe on which the stars were fixed. He 

might also have thought back to Macrobius' celestial spheres, each separate in their 

motion (Comm. 16), and each composed of different elements, including water in the 

sphere of Mercury (Comm.11.7). Thus Christian doctrine allowed room for interpretation, 

and was easily reconciled with the extant scientific tradition.30

Consequently, much contemplation of the cosmos occurred in biblical 

commentaries, such as St. Ambrose’s Hexameron, or Bede's Pseudepigrapha.31  Bede 

also produced several treatises on the natural world, including On the nature of things and 

On the Reckoning of Time. Commonly called “patristic” works, the works of writers like 

St. Augustine of Hippo, St. Ambrose of Milan, and St. Gregory the Great became 

significant sources of Christian knowledge by interpreting and commentating on biblical 

material. The later encyclopedist Isidore of Seville also contributed to the body of 

cosmological knowledge by compiling the Etymologies and On the Nature of Things, two 

30 Edson and Savage-Smith, 15.
31 Carey, “Cosmology,” 49-50.
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comprehensive works dealing with the nature of the physical world and the heavens. 

These writers may be regarded as having popularized the notion that a scientific 

understanding of the universe, through its creation story, was a key aspect of theological 

study.  Evidence of their influence, especially that of Isidore and Augustine, remains in 

the fact that numerous medieval works are ascribed to authors like “Pseudo-Isidore” and 

“Pseudo-Augustine,” who emulated influential Christian thinkers to the point of being 

mistaken for them, or claimed to be those authors in order to legitimize their own works.

ST. AUGUSTINE

In book twelve of his Confessions, Augustine of Hippo addresses God on the 

subject of biblical interpretation:

What difficulty is it for me when these words [of Genesis] can be interpreted in 
various ways, provided only that the interpretations are true? What difficulty is it 
for me, I say, if I understand the text in a way different from someone else, who 
understands the scriptural author in another sense? In bible study all of us are 
trying to find and grasp the meaning of the author we are reading... As long as 
each interpreter is endeavoring to find in the holy scriptures the meaning of the 
author who wrote it, what evil is it if an exegesis he gives is one shown to be true 
by you...? (Conf. 12.31)

Like Pliny, St. Augustine encouraged the contemplation of the universe, but cautioned 

against taking it too far.  This consideration of classical sources demonstrates the desire to 

maintain existing knowledge about the cosmos insofar as it supported, and did not refute, 

Christian doctrine. Augustine believed that “a person with a scientific knowledge of 

nature” would not be pleasing to God, whereas one who understood the true divine 

source of natural phenomena was deemed morally acceptable (Conf. 5.3).

To Augustine, the appropriate way to engage with the physical world was to 

consider how it reflected the divine. Medieval cosmology was not just trying to explain 
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what the universe was made of, but how those contents came to be, and in what way they 

related to God. This may explain his use of certain parts of the Platonic model. Augustine 

believed that the universe was spherical, just like that in Timaeus. He does not explicitly 

say in his Confessions that seven spherical heavens surround the earth, but his placement 

of celestial waters on either side of the firmament fits with the biblical model and hints at 

a universe made up of many layers and elements. The most important similarity between 

the Timaeus and patristic works like the Confessions was, of course, belief in a singular 

Creator who was benevolent and had created the universe from nothing. And like the 

Timaeus, the Confessions present a model of the universe that emphasizes more the 

divine symbolism of the natural world than its physical layout.

There were some discrepancies between the classical model and Christian 

Scripture, however. Plato says the universe had no clear beginning in time, only in space, 

whereas Genesis emphasizes a definitive beginning point (“In the beginning God created 

the world,” Gen. 1:1). And while the Timaeus' universe is portrayed as infinite, in 

Christianity Heaven and Hell are infinite, while the world will one day come to an end 

(namely on Judgment Day).

ISIDORE OF SEVILLE

The works of Isidore of Seville are important sources for the dissemination of 

classical ideas throughout the Middle Ages. His seventh-century text, the Etymologies, 

relies on the popular encyclopedic model to offer extensive definitions and, appropriately, 

etymologies, for thousands of subjects, including earthly phenomena, animals, places, 

and common objects. Isidore discusses cosmology and astronomy two separate subjects 
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in this work, the latter being incorporated into the book on the liberal arts, which suggests 

the influence of Martianus Capella.32

Isidore's section on astronomy discusses the core concepts established in the 

ancient tradition, including the shape of the earth, the rotation of celestial spheres, the 

zodiacs, the elements, and the heavenly bodies (Etym. 13.4). When Isidore described the 

round earth, he was almost certainly borrowing from his classical predecessors (Etym. 

3.30). 

The Etymologies is not entirely a compilation of inherited ideas, however, as 

Isidore introduces some concepts of his own into cosmological study, which had not 

always been included as part of the cosmos. The cardinal winds (north, south, east, and 

west winds) receive much attention in Book 13 of the Etymologies.  Isidore identifies 

each wind by a different name, with one corresponding to each of the cardinal directions, 

and two lesser winds supporting the original four. Each of these winds, like the elements, 

has a name and individual characteristics. For example, the North wind, Septentrio, 

blows from the north, emerging from the heavens. Its subset, Auilo, blows “from the left” 

and serves to drive pestilence away from the land (Etym. 13.11). The cardinal winds, 

traditionally a meteorological concern, come to be incorporated into cosmological study, 

at least partly under the influence of Isidore.33

The four elements also feature prominently in Isidore’s cosmology. By definition 

they are universal aspects of matter, present in every living things (Etym. 13.3). Isidore 

uses “sky,” “air,” and “firmament” interchangeably in several instances (Etym. 13.3-5). 

This may be a reflection of Isidore’s idea that all of the elements are present in all things 

32 Stahl, Martianus Capella, 59.
33 See Pliny's meteorological discussion of winds in NH 2.46.
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and are interconnected.

To some extent, Isidore's Etymologies helped to incorporate longstanding classical 

cosmological concepts into the Christian worldview.  The encyclopedic format he used 

was innovative for a Christian writer. In essence, Isidore did for the Christian world what 

Pliny had done for the classical world; his compilation of facts and definitions became a 

valuable resource for later writers.

The provenance of Continental sources in Ireland

The authors discussed above were the most influential and widely available 

during the Middle Ages, throughout continental Europe and the British Isles. 

Cosmological learning reached Ireland through several mediums. The most likely source 

was through patristic works, particularly Augustine's On the literal meaning of Genesis.34 

The Irish would  had access to these sources through Spain, with which it had strong 

connections in the seventh century.35 One of the most popular writers in Ireland from the 

seventh century forward was Isidore of Seville, whose works also reached Ireland from 

Spain comparatively quickly, probably even before his death.36 The Spanish interest in 

Calcidius' translation and commentary on the Timaeus could have made the actual text 

available to the Irish as early as the seventh century, as well.37  Martianus Capella's works 

influenced Irish compositions as early as the second half of the sixth century.38  The works 

of Pliny and Macrobius were of particular interest to the eighth-century Irish monks 

34 Smyth, Universe 52.
35 Hughes, NHI, 329.
36 Hughes, NHI, 329.
37 Smyth, Universe, 58.
38 Stahl, Martianus Capella, 59.
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Dicuil and Dungal, who worked as scholars on the Continent.39 Elements of those works 

appear in Irish cosmologies as early as the eighth century.40 

This chapter has constructed a general overview of cosmology and the common 

questions that ancient and medieval cosmographers explored. The universe, once 

considered infinite, became finite with the advent of Christianity. Seven planets and 

seven celestial spheres comprised a spherical universe, in which all components, down to 

the elemental, functioned in harmony with one another. Though the study of the cosmos 

shifted from a largely scientific pursuit to a means of exploring Scripture, its components 

mostly remained consistent. With a better understanding of how cosmology developed 

and was transmitted, the context in which medieval Irish cosmology developed can be 

better understood. The spread of cosmological thought to Ireland would inspire Ireland's 

own cosmological tradition, beginning in the sixth and seventh centuries.41 By the tenth 

century, the cosmological tradition in Ireland was well-developed, and a sophisticated 

corpus of both imported and natively produced cosmological literature would have been 

available to the author of Saltair na Rann. The details of these Irish compositions appear 

in chapter two as part of a broader overall trend among Irish writers: to adopt traditional 

methodologies from the Continent and apply their own unique interests and priorities to 

them. 

39 Stahl, Commentary, 43.
40 Smyth, Universe, 188.
41 Smyth, Universe, 10.
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Chapter 2: Irish Literary Traditions and the Context of Saltair na Rann

Early Ireland was... both inward-looking and outward-looking: the two 
perspectives inspired one another; and in both we can see the same intellectual 
adventurousness, the same flair for creative adaptation. I believe that they had a 
single root as well: a faith that there is room in God's world for all in which we 
find value. A vivid sense of the rooted continuity of ancestral lore, of the clarity 
and elegance of classical cosmology, of the force and awe of heterodox Gospels 
and apocalypses—to feel this was to recognize that value, and the early Irish drew 
upon all these sources in forging their own vision of the real. 

—John Carey, King of Mysteries

Introduction

Over the past century, modern scholars have sought to piece together an accurate 

image of church and culture in medieval Ireland. Two schools of thought can be 

distinguished from their scholarship. Some perceived Ireland as sitting on the edge of the 

known world, geographically and culturally isolated until the fifth century CE, and 

clinging tenaciously to its pagan roots and unusual practices post-Christianization. More 

recent scholars have revisited the question of Ireland's idiosyncrasies, showing that 

medieval Ireland bore more in common with continental ecclesiastical and literary culture 

than previously thought. While the first and older argument overemphasizes the 

peculiarities of early Irish culture, revisionist approach, which some have coined “new 

orthodoxy,”42 too often focuses only on parallels between Ireland and its continental 

neighbors, neglecting the cultural characteristics that did in fact set Ireland apart. An 

accurate view of medieval Ireland necessitates finding an approach which recognizes the 

peculiarities of early Irish culture without exaggerating them.. The first goal of this 

chapter is to interpret selected medieval Irish writings with these two methods in mind. 

42 Harold Mytum, review of The Celtic West and Europe: Studies in Celtic Literature in the Early Irish 
Church, by Doris Edel, The Catholic Historical Review 88, no. 4 (October 2002) 751-2.
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By examining some of the most popular literary genres in early medieval Ireland , I will 

demonstrate how the Irish adopted literary models from the continent, imbuing them with 

unique elements. These genres include foundation legends, apocryphal tales, 

cosmological treatises, and exegetical works. I will then contextualize Saltair na Rann, a 

multi-faceted work of biblical, historical, and scientific lore, in the broader milieu of Irish 

learning as a work that is demonstrative of cultural hybridity.

Differing Attitudes Toward Medieval Ireland

The so-called “nativist” view of early Ireland, according to Chris Wickham, over-

emphasizes the aspects of Ireland's socio-political, ecclesiastical systems that made it 

stand out as peculiar or culturally separate from the rest of Europe.43 The scholars who 

take this approach tend emphasizes that while continental Europe and most of the British 

Isles were facing the changes brought on by Roman conquest and eventually, the coming 

of Christianity, Ireland remained uncolonized by the Romans, and did not encounter 

Roman language or culture in any lasting sense until the fifth century CE.44 Pre-Christian 

Irish society was tribal, governed on a local scale without central organization, but 

instead divided into tuatha (singular tuath), which were clans ruled separately by petty 

kings called rí.45 The tuatha—of which there were about a hundred in the ninth and tenth 

centuries—were autonomous political units, a form of organization that emerged from an 

ancient tradition.46 An absence of wide territorial sovereignty fostered the autonomy of 

individual territories, which some scholars would later find parallels to within Ireland's 

43 Wickham, 52.
44 Ó Cróinín, EMI, 22.
45 Ó Cróinín, EMI, 111.
46 Kenney, 5.
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early church structure.47 

The religious structure of pre-Christian Ireland was headed by druids, who were a 

learned priestly order. Their counterparts were the brithemin, or legal experts, and the 

filid, who were royal poets.48 While the druids served priestly functions, the filid were 

entrusted with the care of traditions of literature and scholarship. The filid and brithemin 

relied on memorization and oral recitation for record keeping, before writing. This 

practice of memorization may have been the origin of the poetic tradition that emerged 

later in Irish writings.49 Classical authors like Tacitus described the people of Ireland 

describe them as a tribal, war-like, primitive society.50 Even after Christianization, early 

medieval Ireland remained problematic for the Roman church, because of its monastic 

organization, neglect for the authority of bishops, and unwillingness to convert to the 

standard method of calculating the date of Easter. 

For nationalistic purposes, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholars like 

Eoin MacNeill and, much earlier, P. W. Joyce sought to present the idea that pre-Christian 

Irish culture had been consciously preserved throughout the Middle Ages.51 Some English 

historians like T.J. Brown even described medieval Irish writings as absurd, idiosyncratic, 

and provincial in order to depict medieval Ireland as intellectually isolated and culturally 

inferior to the rest of western Christendom.52  Some of these attitudes persist in modern 

scholarship, such as the works of Doris Edel, Nora Chadwick, and Myles Dillon, who 

47 Kenney, 5.
48 Richter, 20.
49 Kenney, 3.
50 Freeman, 59.
51  “Their [the laws'] great interest lies in the fact that they represent a body of primitive Aryan customs, 
preserved and developed with but little pressure from without.” Goddard H. Orpen, review of A Short  
History of Ireland From the Earliest Times to 1608, by P.W. Joyce, English Historical Review 9, no. 33 
(January 1894): 152-55. 
52 Ó Cróinín, EMI, 248.
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characterize medieval Ireland for its archaisms. In the first half of the nineteenth century, 

scholars popularized the notion that the Irish church had a high proliferation of bishops 

who, like the petty kings, wielded no actual authority. This was later adapted into a more 

concise theory that the Irish church placed more emphasis on the autonomy of the 

monastery than the power of the bishop, a model opposed to that on the continent.53 The 

occurrence of numerous synods in the British Isles throughout the seventh century 

support this view, reflecting an obvious attempt at Roman reform and a desire to make 

Irish church practices consistent with those on the rest of the Continent.54

Scholarship of the last half-century has attempted to deemphasize Ireland's 

archaisms and overturn the notion that Ireland was isolated and resistant to Christian 

culture. In the 1960s, Kathleen Hughes published The Church in Early Irish Society, 

which presented a broad overview of medieval Ireland, discussing of the impact of 

Christianity on all aspects of early Irish society. Hughes' study shows that there were 

more similarities between medieval Ireland and the rest of Christendom than previously 

supposed. Irish writers were in close touch with the continent, and “Irish Christian 

learning was deeply influenced by continental scholarship.”55 Richard Sharpe addressed 

the church organization problem by suggesting that there may have been a hierarchy 

among the Irish bishops so that not every bishop had the same episcopal jurisdiction, as 

was once supposed.56 Scholars like James Kenney and Michael Richter have chosen to 

portray pre-Christian culture as “enduring,” while simultaneously adjusting to 

accommodate the coming of Christianity.57 For example, Kenney notes that while the 

53 Etchingham, 12-13.
54 Etchingham, 14.
55 Hughes, Church in Early Irish Society, 99.
56 Etchingham, 30-31.
57 See Richter, Enduring Tradition, and James F. Kenney, Sources.
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secular learned classes of prehistoric Ireland survived and coexisted with ecclesiastical 

thought, the druids, who were figureheads of the Celtic religion, disappeared. Any 

concept of heritage that the Irish may have possessed, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, emerged not in the preservation of an acknowledged pre-Christian culture, 

but in the coexistence of native interests and Christian models, especially with regard to 

literature. The learned classes of the pre-Christian world coexisted with learned 

ecclesiastical writers, which allowed native literary interests to overlap with Christian 

writings.58 It is inaccurate to think of Irish culture and the Irish church as mutually 

exclusive. The religious literature of early medieval Ireland therefore demonstrates how 

native interests coexisted with Christianity.

Distinctly Irish features in literature

Because the study of medieval Ireland relies heavily on documentary evidence, it 

is important to look to the literature of the period, in order to substantiate claims of the 

hybrid culture, both pagan and Christian, of Ireland. 

The Christian literature of early Ireland consists mainly of glosses and 
commentaries, for the most part of Latin biblical, exegetical, and grammatical 
texts...verse or prose texts based on the scriptures and apocrypha, annalistic 
materials, poems, and tracts dealing with world history, synchronizing external 
with native events; imaginative literature of the “vision” and “expedition” type, 
and voyage tales—some of the latter... are partly, at least of pagan origin, but 
reflect the Christian tradition.59 

In this condensed overview, James Carney sums up the diversity of medieval Irish 

literature. His overall sentiment that Irish literature was partly inspired by the Christian 

tradition, but may have had some pre-Christian roots provides a good introduction to the 

58  Wright, 27-8.
59   Carney, NHI, 491.
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study of specific genres.

The secular literature of the seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries, a period termed 

the “Golden Age,” offers the clearest examples of interest in the pre-Christian past.60 The 

cycles of Irish kings, which narrate the heroic deeds of Iron Age kings (probably mythical 

figures) were written down in this period. These tales glorified pre-Christian civilization, 

and, some scholars believe that the heroes of these tales were meant to represent Celtic 

gods.61 At the same time frame the first written compilations of the Brehon laws, a body 

of laws dating from the pre-Christian period, also appeared. In both cases, the content 

survived into the Christian period, showing that the interest in such subjects did not 

completely disappear. But at the same time, these secular texts do not undermine the 

pervading Christian spirituality of the period in which they were written down. The 

cycles were treated as legendary accounts of events from an imagined past and separate 

culture, and the laws were revised to include sections on medieval canon law.62

 The literature of the sixth to tenth centuries contains different attitudes towards 

the importance of the pagan past, and whether it should be recalled or simply left behind. 

In the sixth and seventh centuries, Irish scholars sought more to emulate their Christian 

exemplars in works of theology.63 But C.D. Wright explains that the tenth century saw a 

return to the pagan roots of literature and learning.64 Authors of the tenth century had a 

“desire to accommodate as many as possible of their inherited beliefs to the prestigious 

and exciting world view afforded by Christian revelation and Graeco-Roman science,” 

60 Ó Cróinín, EMI, 196.
61 Dillon and Chadwick, 253.
62 Kelly, 5.
63  Wright, 26-7.
64 Wright, 26-7.
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and possessed “a keen interest in achieving cultural synthesis.”65 Overall, many medieval 

Irish writings, while composed in the Christian milieu, did not abandon their pre-

Christian heritage. This idea is reflected in SR as well as many works that preceded it. 

Evidence of cultural and intellectual integration appears in biblical commentaries, 

“synthetic” histories, apocryphal lore, and the treatises and accounts which explore the 

physical world. Incidentally, all of these features appear in Saltair na Rann, the central 

text of this study. 

LATIN AND THE VERNACULAR

Texts from the fifth and sixth centuries, the early period of Irish Christianity, 

“provide evidence that Latinity was following in the wake of Christianity.”66 This 

particular brand of Irish Latin is called Hiberno-Latin. Hiberno-Latin was not 

grammatically distinct from continental Latin, apart from the occasional use of Irish 

syntax (Latin was taught in Irish syntax so that it would be more accessible).67  Rather, as 

Ó Cróinín points out, Hiberno-Latin was characterized more by literary features than by 

actual grammatical differences.68  Glossary evidence shows, however, that although Irish 

scholars were quick to assimilate Latin into learned culture, the vernacular language 

thrived too. The importance of the pre-Latin intellectual tradition in Ireland was probably 

the impetus for maintaining the use of the vernacular in learned circles.69 With Latin came 

literacy, and eventually vernacular Irish became the medium for the recording of secular 

matters. Thus, the coexistence of Latin with the vernacular Irish language became an 

65  Carey, “Ireland and the Antipodes,” 5.
66   Hughes, Church in Early Irish Society, 61.
67 Hughes, Church in Early Irish Society, 74.
68 Ó Cróinín, NHI, 372.
69 Richter, 192.



32

essential part of Irish literary identity.70

BIBLICAL COMMENTARY AND EXEGESIS

 Biblical exegeses and commentaries enabled those who studied the Bible to 

interact with and interpret the material they were reading. These practices became 

popular in medieval Ireland, just as they had on the continent. Often the explication of a 

text took place in the form of interlinear or marginal notes, known as glosses, but it could 

also appear in a separate exegetical text. Exegesis was especially useful in studying 

biblical passages that were complex or vague, such as the creation story in Genesis 1. 

Biblical exegesis came to Ireland through the works of the church fathers and gained 

popularity in the seventh and eighth centuries.71 

Irish biblical commentaries are characterized by certain recurring motifs, such as 

the common use of the “question and answer” format for biblical investigation, the 

frequent citing of patristic sources, and the incorporation of the Irish language with Latin 

material in an allegorical style.72 Particular attention was also paid to figures and concepts 

that occurred in threes: the three holy languages, Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, which Irish 

exegetes often included in their attention to individual words; the three magi, often 

portrayed with druidic characteristics; and the three sons of Noah.73 Irish commentaries 

tended to focus on the historical content of biblical material, and on curiosities such as 

the practicality of miracles and the examination of material problems which were under-

emphasized in their original contexts.74 The Irish language and Latin often appeared side-

70 Richter, 193.
71 Richter, 74.
72 Hughes, NHI, 327.
73 Ó Cróinín, EMI, 206.
74 Richter, 74-5.
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by-side in biblical glosses, reflective of the overall importance of the vernacular in 

literary culture.

One exegetical work in particular, the Irish Reference Bible, composed around 

750, bears many of the above-mentioned characteristics.75 It explicates parts of Old and 

New Testaments, drawing on a wealth of sources, mostly patristic ones, for the 

explanations of obscure or difficult passages. The Latin title of the work, Pauca 

Problesmata, reflects that it is “no coherent exegesis of the [Bible]; rather, various 

matters which interested the compiler(s) are dealt with, mostly by citing short excerpts 

from the fathers.”76 It was probably based on lecture notes, as the style is “compatible 

with an oral delivery” and the often incomplete syntax reflects an oral style as well.77

Writers in Ireland made thorough use of the authority of authors like Augustine 

and Jerome. In fact, many of the Irish commentaries that remain today probably survive 

because their heavy reliance on patristic sources caused later copyists to accidentally 

attribute them to the fathers.78 For example, the seventh-century theological treatise On 

the miracles of holy scripture was written by an Irish monk under the pen name of 

Augustine, and a commentary on the Gospel of Mark was passed off as the work of St. 

Jerome until Bernard Bischoff proved that it was actually the work of the Irish monk 

Cummian.79 However, the Irish exegetes sometimes cited less acceptable authorities. One 

unique feature of Irish biblical commentaries is the frequent inclusion of doctrine from 

the fifth-century Pelagius (d. after 418), whose ideas had long since been declared 

heretical. Much of what modern scholars know about Pelagius survives through Irish 

75 MacGinty, Reference Bible, x.
76 MacGinty, Reference Bible, ix.
77 MacGinty, Reference Bible, xi.
78 Ó Cróinín, EMI, 205.
79 Ó Cróinín, EMI, 205.
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commentaries, as he is cited profusely and explicitly in these texts (over 1300 times).80 

Generally, though, Irish writers made thorough use of continental authors, relying on 

compilation rather than innovation in this context, but various unique literary 

characteristics prevent the Irish exegetes from blending in anonymously with others. 

BIBLICAL APOCRYPHA

Traditionally, the term “apocrypha,” in the context of biblical studies, applies to 

“books or sections of books, which were refused acceptance as part of the Canon of 

[Biblical] Scripture.”81 Much of what is now considered Christian apocrypha was written 

in the early centuries of Christianity and cast out of the canon early on. The tradition 

persisted, nevertheless, into the Middle Ages. These later apocryphal stories often took 

the form of biblical lore rewritten with new elements (added events to the lives of Jesus, 

or Adam and Eve, prophecy stories, or new interpretations of Doomsday, for example). 

Apocryphal stories also took the form of completely original works that were biblically 

unprecedented but dealt with biblical figures, events, or themes, such as vision stories, 

added gospels, and texts about contemporary saints.

Irish writers displayed a great interest in citing early apocryphal works in their 

commentaries and composing apocrypha of their own. The Irish wrote apocryphal saints' 

lives and retold biblical stories.82 Like genres of sacred literature in Ireland, these texts 

were often written in the vernacular.83 This range of examples demonstrates a fusion of 

native interests with Latin ecclesiastical learning in these texts, as well as the curiosity 

80 Hughes, NHI, 393.
81 Herbert and McNamara, xvii.
82 Carney, NHI, 499. 
83 Carney, NHI, 496.
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and devotion that drove Irish writers' further exploration of biblical literature.

The Irish produced an infancy Gospel of Thomas, which narrated the events of the 

early life of Christ, which had been neglected by canonical gospels.84 Poems addressed to 

the Virgin Mary by the poet Blathmac beg Mary to act as a protector to her young son. 

This further highlights the interests in the life of the young Christ. The Irish also 

composed noncanonical accounts of the events of Christ's adult life, such as the 

“Harrowing of Hell” story, in which Christ defeated the devil and rescued numerous 

souls from Hell in the time between his death and his resurrection.85 Other apocryphal 

tales dealt with nonbiblical figures and their personal visions or prophesies. Visions of 

Hell and the end of the world, such as the Fis Adomnan (Vision of Adomnan), may have 

stemmed from a preoccupation with the Otherworld, a pre-Christian version of the 

afterlife.86

Apocryphal texts could serve didactic purposes, as demonstrated by the tenth-

century In Tenga Bithnua, probably composed by the Irish monk Virgil of Salzburg.87 

This prophetic work depicts the apostle Philip, who appears to the bishops and kings 

assembled at Mount Sion to teach them about the glory of creation and the atrocities of 

Doomsday. The title, which translates to “The Ever-New Tongue,” refers to Philip's trials 

among the pagans he was trying to convert; they cut out his tongue nine times, but it 

regrew each time, so that his preaching never ceased.88 Focusing on the bizarre and 

terrifying aspects of doomsday juxtaposed with the glory of creation, In Tenga 

demonstrates an “inspired fusion of learning and creativity which distinguishes so much 

84 Dumville, 305.
85 Dumville, 301.
86 Carey, “Otherworld,” 113.
87 Dumville, 337.
88  In Tenga in Carey, King of Mysteries, 78.
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of early Irish literature.”89 Just as some have suggested the secular and the ecclesiastical 

existed side by side in importance among learned scholars, the canonical and 

noncanonical may not have been clearly delineated in the sphere of ecclesiastical learning 

either.

“SYNTHETIC” HISTORY 

“Synthetic history” is a term coined by the early twentieth-century Irish historian 

Eoin MacNeill to describe works of genealogy and history composed in early medieval 

Ireland that described the origin of the Irish people or the history of the world generally, 

but had no basis in fact.90 The earliest of these texts that modern scholars know of is from 

the eighth century.91 Fictionalized history was used to prove the ancestral relations of the 

Irish people to various biblical figures, through detailed genealogies and the re-

envisioning of biblical events. One example of such a work, Lebor Gabala Erenn (“The 

Book of Invasions,” henceforth LGE) traces the ancestry of the Irish race as far back as 

Adam. Composed around 800, the work begins like a condensed form of Genesis, 

starting with creation, followed by the fall from paradise and the great flood. With the 

introduction of Noah's sons, it becomes apparent that the intent of the author is to 

contextualize the ancestry of the Gaelic peoples with that of biblical figures.

5. The Flood drowned all of Adam's descendants except for Noah with his three 
sons, i.e. Shem, Ham, and Japhet; and their four wives, i.e. Coba and Olla and 
Olivia and Oliviana.
12. From Magog son of Japhet are descended the peoples who came to Ireland 
before the Gaels, i.e. Partholon son of Sera son of Sru son of Esru son of Faithect 
son of Magog son of Japhet; and Nemed son of Agnoman son of Paimp son of 
Tait son of Sera son of Sru; and Nemed's descendants, i.e. the Gaileoin and Fir 

89  Carey, King of Mysteries, 75.
90  Ó Cróinín, NHI, 183.
91  Ó Cróinín, NHI, 182.
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Domnann and Fir bolg and Tuatha De Donann. ...
14. Baath was the second son of Ibath son of Gomer son of Japhet, and from him 
descended the Gaels and the men of Scythia. His son was... one of the seventy-
two leaders who went to build the tower of Nimrod, when the languages were 
divided. ...
16. Gaedel Glas, from whom descended the Gaels, was born to Scotta, daughter 
of Pharaoh. It is after her that the Gaels are named “Scots.”.
17. It is Gaedel Glas who fashioned Gaelic from the seventy-two languages.

The Gaels were then led out of Egypt by Sru, son of Esru, following the death of 

Pharaoh. Their journey leads them across Europe, through Spain, and finally to Ireland 

after three hundred years.92 The entire genealogy is extremely tedious, and mimics that of 

the descendants of Adam in Genesis 5. The chief difference is that for all the care vested 

in this genealogy, the specific figures, like Gaidel Glas, have no biblical or historical 

precedent and are complete fabrications. LGE succeeds, however, in creating an image of 

the Irish race as descended from biblical figures, a validation of the race itself. It also 

contains the mythical races of the Fir Bolg, Tuatha De Donann, and Milesians, among 

others. These races were often portrayed in literature as the mystical and godlike proto-

historic inhabitants of Ireland.93 

Similar placement of the symbols of Irish identity in biblical contexts appear in 

other works. The late seventh-century poem “Auraicept na nÉces” features the tower of 

Babel and the dissemination of disparate languages into the world; its aim is to depict the 

Irish language at the same level at the three sacred languages, Greek, Latin, and 

Hebrew.94 Like LGE, Saltair na Rann traces the genealogy of tenth century Irish kings 

back to Noah, with the same effect of juxtaposing Irish figures with biblical ones.95 

However, it does clarify the Irish concept of history which “embodied, besides the data 

92  LGE, 19, 23, 27.
93 Carney, NHI, 461.
94 Russell, NIH, 406.
95 SR, Canto 14.
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that might normally be included under such a heading, tribal lore and origin tales, 

topographical legends, and gobbets of law, in addition to genealogies and annals.”96 In 

other words, the Irish concept of history fused the fictitious with the factual and the 

mythical with the biblical, in an effort to establish a concept of identity through legendary 

and biblical means. 

THE NATURAL WORLD AND SCIENTIFIC THOUGHT 

Among the texts that came to Ireland with the spread of Christianity were works 

contemplating the nature of the physical world and cosmos. Authors like St. Augustine, 

St. Ambrose, and Isidore of Seville were particularly influential in this respect. By the 

seventh century, Irish writers began to participate in the tradition of producing 

cosmological works. 

The first Irish cosmological writings of the seventh century were in the style of 

treatises, but new forms emerged over the centuries. One work in particular, On miracles, 

demonstrates the reliance on he patristic model. Written in the seventh century, it was 

formerly attributed to St. Augustine based on its similarity to his On genesis.97 It was 

eventually proven that the work was composed in Ireland, and the author is thus termed 

the “Irish Augustine.” The work sets up the premise that nothing new has been created 

since God's original act of creation, and therefore the appearance of miracles is actually 

God's manipulation of some force or object that already existed.98 This premise forced the 

author to reflect on how the universe worked and what it was composed of, so as to 

understand its physical limitations.

96 Ó Cróinín, NHI, 185, n. 8.
97 Smyth, Universe, 23.
98 Smyth, Universe, 12.
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The contemporary On the order of the created by the Irish Pseudo-Isidore models 

itself after Isidore of Seville's Of diversity (Differentiae). It, too, dates from the mid-

seventh century—a prolific period for cosmological work in Ireland.99 The On the order 

is a treatise that surveys the universe, natural and supernatural.100 It differentiates spiritual 

matters, such as angles and human souls, from corporeal matters, including cosmological 

subjects (the supercelestial waters, the heavens, the terrestrial waters, and the earth).101

Another cosmological work, the Hisperica Famina is from a tradition, by the 

same name, of literary exercises used to familiarize students with Latin composition, a 

style of learning that originated in the British Isles in the seventh century.102 It is written 

in a style that displays linguistic prowess through the use of complicated syntax and 

obscure vocabulary.103 The Hisperica contains sections on a limited number of 

cosmological subjects, specifically those relevant to everyday life, such as the sky, the 

elements of fire, and the cycle of night and day. The poem discusses observable daily 

occurrences, with a greater emphasis on poetic style than on the presentation of factual 

material. Its value, however, is that it reveals the extent to which cosmology was 

incorporated into the educational curriculum on seventh-century Ireland.

In Tenga Bithnua, discussed above, is also an example of a cosmological text with 

literary elements. While it is an apocryphal prophesy story, it also closely mimics the 

style of a theological or cosmological treatise. The first half of the work describes the 

structure of the universe beginning with the earth, through the realm of the angels, and 

ultimately up to the throne of God. Its cosmology is technical, discussing such standard 

99 Smyth, Universe, 14.
100 Smyth, Universe, 13.
101 Smyth, Universe, 13.
102 Smyth, Universe, 15.
103 Smyth, Universe, 15.
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concepts as the elements, planets, and heavenly spheres. With the six days of creation as 

its basic framework, In Tenga is an elaboration on biblical and contemporary scientific 

models, but there are no traces of any specific text which might have influenced it. John 

Carey suggests that it may have been based on a lost Apocalypse of Philip, originating in 

the fourth or fifth century,104  while Herbert and McNamara argue that it resembles a 

theological treatise more than an apocryphal work.105 Whatever its origin, it demonstrates 

a continued Irish interest in cosmology into the tenth century.

All of these sources derive from a fundamentally biblical model, but show a 

greater emphasis toward expansion. Marina Smyth summarizes two kinds of approaches 

to cosmography in medieval Ireland, based on different aspects of the secular learning of 

late antiquity. The first is the grammatical approach,  which describes cosmological 

phenomena in impressively literary terms, but conducts no thorough investigation of 

what the concepts actually mean (as seen in the Hisperica).106 The other is the biblical 

approach, which interweaves biblical and patristic quotations in an effort to understand 

the workings of the universe. Most of these latter works portray a consistent 

cosmological picture: “the existence of the supercelestial waters above the firmament, the 

ordering of the elements by weight, and the two layers of air above the earth.”107 The 

early cosmologies of the seventh century work from a Platonic model, and there is very 

little variation from this model or from biblical authority. However, in later works like In  

Tenga and SR, the creativity and literary prowess of cosmological poetry exist alongside 

thoughtful cosmological investigation.

104 Carey, King of Mysteries, 75.
105 Herbert and McNamara, xix.
106 Smyth, Universe, 18.
107 Smyth, Universe, 18.
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Saltair na Rann as a synthesis of genres

The tenth-century Saltair na Rann, which echoes the Bible in terms of content, 

represents a synthesis of popular literary interests in medieval Ireland. Written in 

vernacular verse form, it is a poem on biblical subjects, comprised of 150 cantos—a 

numerical homage to the psalms—with an additional 12 cantos added at a later date.108 It 

retells parts of the Old and New Testaments, including the creation of the heavens and the 

earth, the creation and fall of man, genealogies from the Old Testament, the life of Christ, 

and the Last Judgment. Numerous apocryphal stories coexist with these biblical events, 

representing a seamless integration of localized priorities with canonical material. It is an 

amalgam of literary genres popular in Ireland from the sixth through tenth centuries, 

putting what is essentially an “Irish flavor” on biblical stories and events.109 

Each of the genres discussed throughout this chapter is represented to some extent 

in SR. Written in a vernacular lyrical style, SR's poetic language is reminiscent of the oral 

tradition prized by Irish writers since the pre-Christian period. The interest in ancestry 

appears throughout, in the cameo appearances of mythical Irish figures, and in the 

genealogy of Irish kings unapologetically placed beside genealogies of biblical figures. 

SR's diversity demonstrates the Irish curiosity about the physical world, and the desire to 

expand upon biblical knowledge. Its cosmology, in particular, reflects this. It is a complex 

and multi-faceted work, representative of so many genres and themes that it is hard to 

classify as anything other than an Irish reinterpretation of the Bible.

SR is evidence that medieval Ireland, after the advent of Christianity, did not 

108 Kenney, 736.
109 Carey, King of Mysteries, 97.
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remain culturally or intellectually removed from Europe. Learned Irish writers did, 

however, imbue literature with distinctly Irish characteristics. The combination of the 

native and the foreign in SR reveals this cultural synthesis, in which the Christian and the 

so-called “native” elements of literature were not seen as mutually exclusive entities. A 

consistent feature of medieval Irish writing, overall, is its synthesis of many types of 

learning and compilation of ideas from many sources. Canto 1 of SR is a useful example 

of this tradition. Because Canto 1's cosmology in particular is incredibly detailed, it 

contains numerous traces of the works that might have influenced it. Therefore, the 

cosmology of SR is a prime example of the degree to which cosmological knowledge 

developed in Ireland, and of the appreciation for the majesty of the natural world, so 

characteristic of medieval Irish literature.
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Chapter Three: Cosmology in Saltair na Rann

Introduction

The cosmology in Saltair na Rann occupies the first canto, 336 lines of the poem. 

The poem opens, like Genesis, with the creation of the universe, which immediately 

establishes that the overall work is intended to parallel the Bible in structure. Throughout 

this canto, all of the events of Creation that are described in the Bible, including the 

shaping of the earth from unformed matter, the creation of light, of the heavens, and of 

the firmament, appear. Scientific knowledge of the classical, late antique, and early 

Christian worlds, which had been brought to Ireland through patristic sources, also has a 

strong presence. Now that previous chapters of this thesis have established the key 

cosmological sources available in Ireland, it is possible to discern how they resonate in 

Saltair na Rann. Even though it incorporates a biblical model to some extent, however, 

Canto 1 is valuable for the amount of noncanonical material woven into the cosmology.

 The following investigation will identify the numerous instances in which new 

concepts are presented in SR that do not appear elsewhere in cosmological works. Some 

of them parallel contemporaneous sources in law, literature, and theology, while others 

remain complete mysteries. In drawing attention to these points of interests in SR's 

cosmology, I am not setting out to definitively account for their origins; for the most part, 

those details are unknowable. Rather, I wish to consider how these peculiarities fit into 

SR's overall cosmological scheme, and what they may suggest about the priorities and 

interests of the writer. Irish writers built upon existing literary genres, imbuing them with 

attributes that were consciously and characteristically Irish, and SR, especially Canto 1, 
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exemplifies this.

 The cosmology presented here favors style as much as content, as evidenced by 

the fact that the language is poetic and repetitive, sometimes sacrificing sense for 

metrical consistency.110 This combination of the scientific and the creative demonstrates 

the desire to incorporate new ideas in standard traditions. Thus, turning to the SR's 

cosmology with a broad understanding of medieval cosmology is the best way to discern 

where native interests stand out from the traditional model.

Analysis

Structurally, the Saltair na Rann's first canto starts out in a manner parallel to 

Genesis. Though they are not separated into distinct days, the events of creation are 

presented in SR in the same order that they appear in the Bible. Carey breaks up the 

sections of this canto as follows: lines 1-12 are praise for the Creator; lines 13-20 

paraphrase Genesis 1:1-5; lines 21-280 digress into a cosmology that occupies most of 

the first canto; and 281-320 is a continued free paraphrase of Genesis 1.6-25.111 The 

additions, featured in lines 21-280, deviate substantially from the biblical account.

DARKNESS AND THE FORMLESS MATTER

The poem first begins to resemble Genesis from lines 13-16, with the creation of 

Heaven and Earth:

13       The King made glorious heaven –
he is not proud, he is not changeful –
and the earth, with its abundant beauties,
equally strong, equally firm, equally mighty.

110 Carey, King of Mysteries, 97.
111 Carey, “A Tract on Creation,” 1.
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This parallels Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” 

The next quatrains are out of order from the Genesis model, describing the creation of 

night and day:

17       The King made the noble light
and the grim darkness:
the one is full day,
the other complete night.

This is a condensed form of Genesis 1:2-1:5, in which the universe begins as darkness, in 

the midst of which God creates light; from these, night and day are formed. Lines 19-20 

signify the creation of day and night, and the author reads no further into either term.

In lines 21-4, SR takes a step backward, to Genesis 1:2:

21        The King shaped the firm dwelling of God
from the first substance of the elements;
...to a fecund appearance,
the wondrous formless mass.

The “formless mass” mentioned above is an obvious parallel to the “formless void” of 

Genesis. The notable difference, however, is that the formless mass, also referred to as 

the first of the elements, acts more like a tangible substance from which the universe 

is created, rather than an absence of matter, as it is in Genesis. From this first element, 

God creates all things “both dead and living” (line 28) and shapes the earth itself (line 

31). The author is probably referring to the concept of informis materia, a Latin 

phrase that occurred often in Hiberno-Latin texts, which expanded on the biblical 

informis materia.112 It denotes the “primary, undifferentiated stuff from which the 

elements, and ultimately all of physical creation were constituted.”113 This term 

probably originated in St. Augustine's On genesis:114 “Everything subject to change is 

112 Carey, “Cosmology,” 34.
113 Carey, “Cosmology,” 34.
114 Carey, “Cosmology,” 36.
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fashioned out of something formless” (De genesi 1.14). It was adopted by the Irish 

Pseudo-Augustine in the On miracles and by Pseudo-Isidore in his On order.115

On these subjects, SR is basically loyal to the Genesis text. In other 

cosmological sources such as Plato and Pliny were described at an early juncture, and 

would have appeared here.116 But the author of SR chooses keep the beginning of 

Canto 1 mostly consistent with the Genesis model. The elements are reserved for line 

309, where they are explained in no more than a quatrain.

THE SPHERICAL EARTH AND UNIVERSE

Lines 29-36 describe the creation of the earth. The shape of the earth was not 

explicitly addressed in Genesis; the earth lay under the “dome” of the sky, which implied 

that the sky was round, but there was no explicit clarification of this. However, following 

the model of the Platonic universe, medieval cosmographers generally suggested that the 

earth was spherical. Line 36 of SR features an important piece of imagery pertaining to 

this belief:

36       The King, unstinting in his designs,
in the hollow of the firmament
the beautiful world, which multitudes affirm,
like a fine round apple.

For centuries, cosmographers relied on physical imagery such as this to describe the 

earth's shape, with the most common metaphor being that the earth was like a ball, or like 

a yolk enclosed within an egg-shaped universe.117 The apple, an unusual metaphor in this 

context, is particularly laden with symbolism. In the story of Adam and Eve, an 

ambiguous “fruit” is the symbol of the knowledge of good and evil, and is forbidden for 

115 Carey, “Cosmology,” 34-5.
116 See Plato Tim.31b ; Pliny NH 2.3
117 Simek, 20.
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humans to eat (Gen. 3:5-3:7). In SR's eighth canto, the fruit that Eve is tempted to 

consume is explicitly called an apple: “Do not be slow, go to the tree and try it to the 

extent of one apple!” (lines 1253-4). The apple in SR, therefore, has the added symbolism 

of the Fall from paradise and the pursuit of knowledge. 

The apple was also an important object in early Irish society. One particular text 

that reflects this is the Ma be ri rofessor from the corpus of early Irish law. It outlines the 

penalties for damages to trees, one of rural Ireland's most valued commodities. Each of 

the trees described in this text is assigned to one of four hierarchical categories, according 

to its importance in society and the number of its uses. Among those of the top tier of 

trees, the “seven nobles,” is the apple tree, prized for its fruit. The apple tree was so 

important in Irish society that larceny of its fruit was akin to robbing someone's home in 

the eyes of the law.118 The comparison of the world to the shape of an apple in SR may 

also reflect how valuable the apple tree was in medieval Irish society.

SR's description of the spherical universe, according to Carey, bear strong 

resemblance to Pliny's thoughts on the shape of the earth. “That its form is the rounded 

semblance of a perfect sphere is shown not only by its name 'orb,' and by the consensus 

of humanity in so calling it, but also by the arguments of phenomena.”119 By the tenth 

century, most extant cosmologies in Ireland, like the On the order120 and the Hisperica 

Famina121 consistently been portrayed a spherical earth and universe. 

WINDS

Lines 37-40 set up the extensive discussion of the winds by describing the area 

118 Ma be ri rofessor, 10 and 105.
119 Carey, “Cosmology,” 36.
120 Smyth, “Physical World”, 218.
121 See Hisperica Famina, 145.
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above the earth in which meteorological phenomena reside. These are the “cold watery 

air” and the “bright, cold waters,” which encircle the earth. 

37       Thereafter the King skillfully shaped
further masses around the earth:
a subtle circling above the world, a radiant achievement,
the cold watery air.

41       The King sprinkles bright cold water
upon the mass of the land, with its mighty kindreds,
in torrents, with quantities of streams,
according to measure and proportion.

These are the elements make up the space between the earth and the moon, otherwise 

known as the sublunar sphere.122 This space, above the earth but below the heavenly 

spheres, is the location where meteorological phenomena occur, as explained by Isidore 

in the section of the Etymologies on water: “The element of water rules over all the rest, 

for water tempers the sky … gives body to the air with its exhalation, ascends to the 

heights, and claims the sky for itself” (Etymologies 13.12). It is here that the sublunar 

winds reside.

 From lines 45-96, thirteen quatrains discuss the movement and make-up of these 

winds, in a way that is perhaps unique to SR.

45       The King arranged eight winds,
raising them up without blemish to their beauty:
there are four chief winds
and four fierce secondary winds.

49        Learned authors speak
of four more secondary winds:
the exact number
of the winds is twelve. 

The winds in SR are derived from the popular tradition of the four cardinal winds, which 

originated in classical sources. According the Pliny's Natural History, winds are “gusts of 

122 Carey, “Cosmology,” 36.
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air” which correspond to the four cardinal directions or “the four quarters of the world,” 

north, south, east, and west (NH 2.46). This notion remained popular into the Middle 

Ages. In a discussion of the medieval concept of the four winds, Barbara Obrist explains 

that “In the earlier period, starting with Isidore of Seville's On the nature of things (ca. 

613), the prevailing cosmology was the Greco-Roman tradition that regarded winds as a 

sublunary atmospheric phenomenon.”123 This, and the lack of a biblical model of winds to 

draw from, explains why the author of SR relied on Isidore's model, describing the 

complex system of winds before delving into any celestial phenomena. The system in SR 

is composed of twelve winds, and essentially breaks down as follows. First there are the 

four chief winds, which correspond to the cardinal directions.124 Accompanying each of 

those are two sub-winds, of which “learned authors speak,” bringing the total to twelve 

(line 49).  The two lesser winds represent the directions between the four cardinal 

directions. For example, the north wind is accompanied by the north-northwest and 

north-northeast winds.

A remarkable feature about the winds in SR is that they are each associated with 

colors and arranged in a complementary fashion:

53       The King formed the colours of the winds,
arranging them in their beauty side by side (?),
they were skilfully arranged in a circuit (?),
with the mingling of every colour.

57       White, pure purple,
blue, mighty green,
yellow, red, precise in skill –
no discord comes between them in their fair assemblies.

61       Black, grey, piebald,
dark, hard jet,

123 Obrist, 34.
124 This is clearer in Greene's translation (lines 85-8) than in Carey's.
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dun: the dark colours
are not bright or easy to embrace.

69       The bright pure purple from the east,
the bright wonderful white from the south,
the stormy harsh (?) black from the north,
the noisy dun from the west.

One color is assigned to each of the cardinal winds. Each lesser wind is of a color 

complementary to its chief wind. For example, in lines 73-4, “The red and yellow 

together/between white (south wind) and purple (east),” red and yellow, as they were 

introduced two quatrains prior, are bright, fair colors. By contrast, the “grey and jet,” are 

“terrible in their ardour, between dun (west) and jet-black (north)” (lines 77-80). As the 

author presents them, the colors of the winds represent the nature of each wind, whether 

hostile or fair. 

The color system in SR's winds is remarkable in that even though it builds upon 

the classical model of the four winds, it is largely an original invention. While the idea of 

twelve winds was not a standard interpretation, it was not unprecedented, and had 

previously been proposed by Isidore and Pliny.125 SR's winds are probably based on one 

or both of those pre-established models. But the concept of colors associated with winds 

does not appear anywhere else in medieval cosmology, and has no meaning outside of 

SR. A study by folklorist Roland B. Dixon demonstrated that color symbolism in 

cosmology, such as it exists here, was only common in Mesoamerica, south and southeast 

Asia, and Ireland.126 Carey suggests some similarities between SR's winds and the 

descriptions of the rainbow in Isidore's On the nature of things, which has a similar list of 

colors. Overall, Carey argues that without a direct foreign exemplar, the wind-color 

125 See Isidore, Etymologies 13.11; Pliny, NH 2.4.
126 Carey, “Cosmology,” 37.
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symbolism must have originally been composed in Ireland, perhaps originating in an old 

or native cosmological concept.127 The color system organizes the winds in a manner that 

is systematic and also aesthetic, substituting for a visual diagram, which, as Obrist 

explains, would have been a common feature in other medieval depictions of the winds: 

“Throughout the Middle Ages widely differing representations accompanied the standard 

lists of winds... Wind diagrams can... be regarded as complementary to textual 

sources.”128 Perhaps the differentiation of winds by color in SR is intended to draw the 

readers attention to how the winds support and juxtapose each other.

Just as mysterious as the attributes of the winds is the system implemented to 

keep the winds in working harmony. Instead of explaining why the winds are arranged in 

their particular fashion, the author instead introduces the glésa, which are mysterious 

forces that collectively help to keep in winds in their designated order:

81       Their form was fitly arranged,
their ordering was accomplished
according to wisdom, according to glésa without concealment,
in divisions and stations.

85       The twelve winds, with their several forces,
east and west, north and south:
the King harmonized them,
binding them under seven glésa.

89       The King harnessed them according to divisions
around the earth, with many glésa:
a bright glés between every pair of winds,
and one glés over them all.129

The term “glésa” usually means “contrivance or device,”130 but its meaning here, as a 

component of the system of sublunar winds, appears nowhere else in Irish sources; there 

127 Carey, “Cosmology,” 38
128 Obrist, 34.
129 See Figure 1 for my interpretation of the arrangement of the winds and  glésa.
130 Carey, King of Mysteries, 100.
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is also no continental parallel. Thanks to the clarification in lines 89-92, we know that 

there are seven glésa (singular glés) which God himself created to harmonize the twelve 

winds, one between each pair of winds and a chief glés to preside over them all.

The glésa in SR bring an unusual component to the cosmology, one which may 

reflect a uniquely Irish concept. It is most likely that the glésa were unique to Irish 

cosmological thought, as an elaboration on existing ideas of the harmony of the universe. 

Obrist explains that “winds always remained a problem with respect to the order of 

nature and had, as it were, a basic dual character and role. Mainly because of their 

irregular and violent movements, winds could not be completely integrated into the 

general explanatory schemes.”131 Carey does not provide a translation for the glésa 

concept that equates it to a more broadly known cosmological idea. David Greene 

translates the glésa as “harmonies,” which would represent a consistent theme throughout 

cosmology, as early as Plato, who emphasized the importance of harmony in the cosmos 

(Tim. 34).  Carey proposes that the potential origin of the glésa concept may be a line in 

Revelations 7:1, which describes a framework for controlling the winds, modulating their 

intensity, to prevent the chaotic energy of the winds from overwhelming the world. John 

says, “I saw four angels standing back at the four corners of the earth, holding back the 

four winds of the earth so that now wind could blow on earth or sea or against any tree.”

PLANETS AND HEAVENLY SPHERES

The next section of SR deals with the heavens, a “system of concentric, 

transparent spheres” of which the earth was at the center.132 According to Marina Smyth, 

a “heaven” in medieval cosmology was not exclusively the dwelling-place of God but 
131 Obrist, 35.
132 Edson, Savage-Smith, 10.
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also referred to the series of concentric spheres surrounding the earth, “by which many 

individuals explained the motion of the seven visible planets.”133 The concept of multiple 

concentric heavens originated in the Platonic model.134 It remained popular because it 

was a logical means of explaining biblical passages that pluralized heaven.135 The 

heavens in SR occupy eleven quatrains from lines 101-44, in which the author describes 

the order of each heaven and the planets contained in each.

In order from highest to lowest, the heavenly bodies are: Saturn, Jupiter, Mercury, 

Mars, Sun, Venus, and Moon (lines 103-4). The first heaven, which stretches from the 

earth to the moon is 126 miles high. It is called the “bright airy heaven,” and is made up 

of cold air “with many wandering breezes” (lines 109-12). The second heaven, between 

the moon and the sun, is 252 miles high, and referred to as the “wondrous ethereal 

heaven...without wind [and] without moving air” (lines 117-20). The third heaven 

stretching from the sun to the firmament is 1134 miles high (three times the sun's height 

from the earth). It is named “Olympus... the third holy heaven” (lines 125-28). The 

distance between the earth and the firmament is 1512 miles, the same distance between 

the firmament and God's seat or the ríched (lines 129-32). Some of these measurements 

are derived from Pliny, especially the distance between the sun and the earth (NH 2.19). 

The other three heavens, addressed in Canto 2, lie above the firmament, and contain the 

Heavenly City and the dwelling place of the angels. Carey notes that the order of the 

heavenly bodies presented here was common to medieval Christian astronomical studies. 

The only deviation from the standard order is Mercury's place, which was probably 

133 Smyth, Understanding the Universe, 88. Smyth cites the example of Psalm 148.4, “Praise him, ye 
heavens of heavens.”

134 Edson, Savage-Smith, 22.
135 Smyth, Universe, 88.
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moved for metrical reasons.136  

Carey suggests that “lofty Olympus” could have been Augustine's contribution, 

which was also echoed in pseudo-Isidore's description of the upper atmosphere.137 There 

is also a notion put forth by Isidore that celestial waters should be placed above the 

firmament so as to cool it, but in SR Olympus fills that place instead.138 As John Carey 

points out, the patristic authors often identified multiple heavens, such as the airy heaven, 

the ethereal heaven, and the celestial waters, but rarely invoked the distinct image of the 

seven heavens worshiped by the pagans.139 In SR there seems to be no awareness of this 

theological dilemma. Seven spheres are clearly delineated. The system may have been 

influenced by Macrobius, who maintained the use of the seven spheres model from 

antiquity. In Macrobius' model of the heavens, seven planetary spheres encircle the earth, 

and an eighth, or “celestial” sphere separates those seven spheres from the dwelling place 

of the creator (Comm. 15.5). Isidore also claims that there are seven heavens, but 

attributes the notion to “the philosophers,” probably referring to ancient authors like 

Pliny and Pythagoras (Etym. 3.12).

FIRMAMENT

Of heavens, the one that receives the most attention in SR is the firmament, 

described in fifteen quatrains from lines 145-204. The firmament is above Olympus and 

is thus the fourth of the seven heavens:

145      The King of every populous swift ruddy company,
it is he who stitched the firmament;
as he deemed right, above every plain,

136 Carey, “Cosmology,” 40.
137 Carey, “Cosmology,” 43.
138 Carey, “Cosmology,” 43.
139 Carey, “Cosmology,” 42.
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he shaped it from the formless mass.

From this passage, it is clear that the firmament is spherical and enfolds the earth. Line 

165 likens the firmament's relationship to the earth as an egg's shell to its yolk. Like the 

earth itself, the firmament was created from the formless mass. The stars are fixed to the 

firmament, as are the zodiac constellations (lines 209-10).. Beyond this, there is little 

description of what the firmament is, and the poem mostly focuses on how the rotation of 

the firmament aids the sun's movement. So to understand what the firmament actually 

means, and to assess its use in SR, we must turn to other texts. 

The firmament is one of the only facets of medieval cosmology with a clearly 

biblical origin. Through Genesis 1:6-8, we know that the firmament is the dome of the 

sky that lies between two layers of celestial water: “God made the dome and separated 

the waters that were under the dome from the waters that were above the dome.” 

Augustine dedicates a full chapter of his On Genesis  to pondering the nature of the 

firmament and the waters that surround it, and in the Confessions he offers an explanation 

of what the firmament might be: “We see the firmament of heaven, whether that primary 

body of the world, between the spiritual upper waters and the inferior corporeal waters, 

or (since this is also called heaven) this space of air through which wander the fowls of 

heaven, betwixt those waters, which are in vapours borne above them, and in clear nights 

distill down in dew; and those heavier waters which flow along the earth.” (Conf. 12.8)140 

He establishes that the firmament is the “starry heaven” whose firmness and strength is as 

unshakable as “the faith that is made strong by baptism.”141 Through this combined literal 

and figurative interpretation, Augustine depicts the firmament as a solid structure that 

140 Words are italicized here as in the translation, and indicate the text from Genesis 1:6-8, through which 
Augustine interspersed his own (non-italicized) ideas.

141 Augustine, On Genesis, 2.1
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contains the stars and separates the earthly domain from God's dwelling place. Similarly, 

Isidore explains that “in Sacred Scripture, the sky is called the firmament (firmamentum), 

because it is secured (firmare) by the course of the stars and by fixed and immutable 

laws.”142 Pliny also depicts the firmament as the layer of the sky to which the stars are 

fixed (NH 2.3). All of these attributes are reflected in SR's firmament.

281      The King made a great expanse of waters
above the perfect firmament;
the other expanse of waters is the sea
which encloses the earth.

In SR lines 281-4 the waters on either side of the firmament are interpreted as celestial 

waters and the terrestrial seas. 

The firmament in SR has two roles. It is a barrier, both supportive and protective 

in nature and rounded just like the other concentric heavens, and its rotation facilitates the 

movement of the sun and stars.

161      The King who surpasses every splendid over-king
established dominions wholly subject to his will:
he made them, without bright wantonness,
as the first shape of the firmament.

165      As its shell is around an egg,
save that it moves with many turnings,
is the veil of the firmament around the world
revolving perpetually and forever.

Here the firmament is depicted as the protective shell of an egg. Simek argues that the 

“cosmic egg” theory of the universe was a metaphor for explaining how the earth was 

like the yolk of an egg and the outermost heaven was its protective shell.143 This idea, 

originating in antiquity, appears in several Irish commentaries, include John Scotus 

Eriugena's ninth-century commentary on Martianus Capella,144 and the Irish Reference 
142 Isidore, Etymologies, 272.
143 Simek, 20.
144 Simek, 20.
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Bible.145 With the help of this metaphor, the protective nature of SR's firmament is clear.

The firmament also acts as a barrier. Lines 101-4 describe that seven heavenly 

bodies lie between the firmament and the earth, and that the firmament is the middlemost 

of the seven heavens (lines 193-6). This puts the dwelling place of the angels (the subject 

of Canto 2), and of God (Canto 3) above it. The firmament can be understood as a barrier 

that separates the heavens most closely connected with earth from the heavens most 

closely connected with God. This is reminiscent of Macrobius' notion of an eighth sphere. 

The were seven spheres, one for each planet, and an eighth, the celestial sphere, which 

separated the planetary spheres from the divine (Comm. 5.15). 

In medieval cosmology, the firmament was also instrumental in maintaining the 

harmony and motion of the universe. According to Isidore, the planets depended on the 

firmament to keep them in motion (Etym. 3.32). In SR, the firmament contains twelve 

distinct parts (corresponding to each solar month), with six windows in each part. The 

sun's movement through each of the twelve parts. The sun moves through these windows, 

thus progress through each of the zodiacs. 

173      A circuit was divided, according to plan,
as authors have described:
twelve intervals subject to seemly law,
twelve “parts” corresponding to them.

177     The space of a solar month to each “part”,
according to those noble gentle authors;
running in its journey, a splendid tale,
it goes around every year.

181      In the firmament, with splendour,
are seventy-two windows;
by day there shine together
six windows for each “part.”

145 Carey, “Cosmology,” 46.
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185     There is, through the mysteries of the bright King
who created man wholly subject to his will,
a covering upon each window,
fastened without haste or delay.

The relationship between the firmament and the sun depicted here is reminiscent of 

Martianus Capella's theory that the sun is in the same rotational course as the heavenly 

sphere which contains constellations (Nupt. 835). In cosmological and biblical literature, 

there are no clear parallels for this complicated system of windows and parts. Carey 

suggests a possible link to the apocryphal Book of Enoch, in which the sun and moon are 

said to rise through six gates in the east and set through six gates in the west.146  However, 

there is no clear evidence that this particular book ever reached Ireland. In another article, 

“The Sun's Night Journey,” Carey analyzes the similarly unusual behavior of the sun in 

In Tenga Bithnua. Every night the sun disappears to the other side of the earth (that not 

inhabited by mortal men) and experiences a cycle of rebirth when it rises again in the 

morning.147  Though this account does not employ the same vocabulary of entering and 

exiting night and day through windows, as we see in SR, it does invoke the same imagery 

of transitioning through different realms. It is not unreasonable to assume that the author 

of In Tenga, an Irishman working on the continent, could have derived his theory on the 

sun from ideas present in Ireland. The firmament in SR has so many components that it is 

also likely to be an amalgam of ideas, synthesized into one complex system.

Conclusion

In the end of his article, “Cosmology in Saltair na Rann,” John Carey suggests 

that the cosmology in Canto 1 was probably derived from a single coherent source. Based 

146 Carey, “Cosmology,” 47.
147 Carey, “Sun,” 15.
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on the ease with which all of varied cosmological components are woven together in the 

poem, it is not unreasonable to assume this. However, such a text has yet to be 

discovered. And it is equally likely that SR's cosmology was compiled from a consistent 

body of knowledge, established through centuries of theological and scientific 

speculation. Many of its components have parallels in the existing cosmological tradition. 

But there are also numerous unique elements to it. The language of the cosmology is 

obscure and often difficult to translate, indicating that its vocabulary is specific, intended 

to speak to a specific, local audience, familiar with such terms. The cosmology is 

didactic, but poetic, never once breaking the meter (even sacrificing fluidity and sense in 

some parts to maintain metrical consistency, as Carey points out).148 Canto 1 looks 

beyond the narrow restrictions of Genesis. It is less a recapitulation of the Bible and more 

an imaginative retelling of it, which boasts the author's learned grasp of exegetical, 

poetic, apocryphal, and scientific modes of writing. SR's cosmology conveys an image of 

the universe that was consistent with Christian doctrine and the centuries of accumulated 

scientific thought pervading in Ireland.

148 Carey, King of Mysteries, 97.
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Conclusion

This study has attempted to to illustrate how Saltair na Rann exemplifies the 

cultural and intellectual hybridity of medieval Ireland. Older scholarship tended to 

characterize medieval Ireland as isolated, both culturally and intellectually. SR proves it 

was quite the opposite. SR, a complex amalgam of genres, showcases the synthesis of 

Irish and continental learning. Its author had to have been versed in numerous literary 

traditions and methodologies of biblical interpretation.

It is, however, clear from SR that even though medieval Irish writers often based 

their works of literature on the models that were popular throughout Western Europe, the 

desire to incorporate native interests into these models was strong. Early Christian Irish 

literature of the sixth and seventh centuries tended to be conservative, limited to literary 

styles that emulated their patristic sources. But the corpus of Christian-Irish literature 

expanded and evolves, and by the tenth century, works like SR had begun to show that 

Irish writers had gradually developed a tradition of their own. They had begun to 

incorporate their own unique and localized ideas into existing literary forms, to the extent 

that one author took on the ambitious task of rewriting the Bible through Irish eyes. Even 

where SR contains original or noncanonical material, it is clear that the work is a 

reinterpretation of the Bible itself and is clearly intended to speak to an audience of 

learned Irish readers.

Most studies of Irish literature that seek to identify a consciousness of heritage 

among the Irish tend to focus on the secular literature. The heroic cycles describe 

mythical kings, the epic battles of a tribal society, creating an idealized image of the past. 



61

Secular law texts illuminate the extent to which this image of pre-Christian Ireland is 

true. But so much is overlooked when one does not consider the ecclesiastical literature 

of medieval Ireland as an equally important view of Irish culture.

The cosmology is Canto 1 of SR demonstrates just how much knowledge the Irish 

had access to, but the inclusion of unique cosmological concepts not found anywhere else 

indicates that the author did not strictly adhere strictly to his foreign exemplars, and 

chose to freely incorporate original material that may have been derived from a native 

Irish tradition. The indigenous and the traditional coexist seamlessly in SR. The goal of 

my thesis was to separate the conventional knowledge incorporated into Canto 1 from the 

unusual elements which cannot be traced to any known source, and were, thus, either 

indigenous concepts rooted in a lost cosmological tradition, or were the product of 

personal observation of the natural world.

Constructing an accurate idea of any culture's past in challenging. As revisionist 

historians suggest, perhaps it is unwise to allow the peculiar features of early Irish 

ecclesiastical and secular writings to skew our perceptions of early Irish culture. But in 

my study, I have found that such peculiarities deserve attention. The methods I have used 

can be applied to any literary source from medieval Ireland, to discern how native 

concepts and interests became seamlessly woven into standard methods of spiritual 

investigation. It would be too hefty a task to try to conduct a truly comprehensive study 

of all Irish literature in this way. The vast body of written works left from medieval 

Ireland provides seemingly limitless possibilities for continued investigation of medieval 

Irish religious thought.
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Appendix 1

Saltair na Rann Canto 1

Notes and  by John Carey, in King of Mysteries

My King, the King of noble heaven,
without pride, without boasting,
made the world with its true nature –
my King ever living, ever triumphant; 

King over the creation, on which the sun looks down,
King over the depths of the ocean,
King south, north, west, and east,
against whom no struggle can be maintained;

King of mysteries, who has been, who is,
before the creation, before the ages,
King living forever still, fair his semblance,
King without beginning, without end.

The King made glorious heaven –
he is not proud, he is not changeful –
and the earth, with its abundant beauties,
equally strong, equally firm, equally mighty.

The King made the noble light
and the grim darkness:
the one is full day,
the other complete night.

The King shaped the firm dwelling of God
from the first substance of the elements;
...149 to a fecund appearance,
the wondrous formless mass.

From it the King shaped every creature;
he established them, without the fair mystery of 
enchantment:
both smooth and rough, with beauty,
both dead and living.

The illustrious mighty King carved
from the noble first substance
the heavy fertile earth – the tale is certain –

149 Manuscripts illegible at this point.
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established upon its foundation in length and breadth.

The King, unstinting in his designs, created
in the hollow of the firmament
the beautiful world, which multitudes affirm,
like a fine round apple.

Thereafter the King skillfully shaped
further masses around the earth:
a subtle circling above the world, a radiant achievement,
the cold watery air.

The King sprinkles bright cold water
upon the mass of the land, with its mighty kindreds,
in torrents, with quantities of streams,
according to measure and proportion.

The King arranged eight winds,
raising them up without blemish to their beauty:
there are four chief winds
and four fierce secondary winds.

Learned authors speak
of four more secondary winds:
the exact number
of the winds is twelve.

The King formed the colours of the winds,
arranging them in their beauty side by side (?),
they were skilfully arranged in a circuit (?),
with the mingling of every colour.

White, pure purple,
blue, mighty green,
yellow, red, precise in skill –
no discord comes between them in their fair assemblies.

Black, grey, piebald,
dark, hard jet,
dun: the dark colours
are not bright or easy to embrace.
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Above every plain the King arranged
the eight fierce secondary winds;
he formed without defect, a refuge from hardships,
the boundaries of the four chief winds.

The bright pure purple from the east,
the bright wonderful white from the south,
the stormy harsh (?) black from the north,
the noisy dun from the west.

The red and yellow together
between white and purple;
the green, and the sea's valiant blue, 
between dun and shining white.

The grey and jet, terrible their ardour (?),
between dun and jet-black;
the dark and the piebald, in the east,
between black and purple.

Their form was fitly arranged,
their ordering was accomplished
according to wisdom, according to glésa150 without 
concealment,
in divisions and stations.

The twelve winds, with their several forces,
east and west, north and south:
the King harmonized them,
binding them under seven glésa.

The King harnessed them according to divisions
around the earth, with many glés a:
a bright glés between every pair of winds,
and one glés over them all.

The King assigned them their conduct, according to glésa,
according to custom, without transgression:
at one time gentle, so it is said,
at another time stormy.

The King revealed the measurement of the height

150 Glés (plural glésa) usually means “arrangement, contrivance, device,” but its sense here is obscure.
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from the earth to the firmament:
by it they measure, a pure quantity,
the thickness of the earth.

He established the course of seven stars
from the firmament to the earth:
Saturn, Jupiter, Mercury, Mars,
Sol, Venus, stately Luna.

The King reckoned – noble the tale –
from the earth to the moon:
the pure quantity which they measure
is one hundred and twenty-six miles.

That is the cold air,
with many wandering breezes.
Its swift name, certainly,
is “the bright airy151 heaven”.

The King reckoned, with pure clear splendour,
the space from moon to sun:
two hundred and fifty-two miles –
his power great.

That is the lofty ether,
without wind, without moving air,
whose name – a tale without stammering –
is “wondrous ethereal heaven”.

Thrice the same amount clearly,
is between the firmament and the sun:152

truly, my mighty King of the stars
granted it to the reckoners.

That is virginal Olympus
without movement or stir,
according to the noble account of the ancient sages;
its name is “the third holy heaven”.

One thousand, five hundred, and twelve miles,
a bright measurement:
the fair course of the stars which they traverse
from the firmament to the earth.

151 Reading aierda with 24.P.27; Rawlinson B 502 has airerda “delightful”.
152 That is, three times the sun's height from the earth.
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The measure of the space, a fixed path,
from the earth to the firmament –
that is the measurement in layered strata (?),
from the firmament to the riched.

It is three thousand
and twenty-four miles
from here to the riched, a great distance,
without counting the firmament.

The measure of that whole distance,
from the earth to the seat of the King,
is the same as that from the firm earth
down to the depths of hell.

The King of every populous swift ruddy company,
it is he who stitched the firmament;
as he deemed right, above every plain,
he shaped it from the formless mass.

The King of every splendid substance,
our mighty tree (?), illustrious and great forever:
the glorious one, with fair ... (?)
divided it into five zones.

My King traced the fifth zone,
which burns the skin, in the far south;
to satisfy the needs of multitudes (?)
there are two frigid zones surrounding two which are 
temperate.

Frigid in the south and frigid in the north;
then the two which are temperate, a  great triumph;
the torrid zone, it is certain,
between the two which are temperate.

The King who surpasses every splendid over-king
established dominions wholly subject to his will:
he made them, without bright wantonness,
as the first shape of the firmament.

As its shell is around an egg,
save that it moves with many turnings,
is the veil of the firmament around the world
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revolving perpetually and forever.

He measured it all around,
following a bright band of eternal light (?).
It is harder to estimate the distance around it:
it is not measured through it or across.

A circuit was divided, according to plan,
as authors have described:
twelve intervals subject to seemly law,
twelve “parts” corresponding to them.

The space of a solar month to each “part”,
according to those noble gentle authors;
running in its journey, a splendid tale,
it goes around every year.

In the firmament, with splendour,
are seventy-two windows;
by day there shine together
six windows for each “part”.

There is, through the mysteries of the bright King
who created man wholly subject to his will,
a covering upon each window,
fastened without haste or delay.

A firm, strong mantle, a splendid feat,
like a fair, capacious hide,
a rounded garment – he stretched it
around the earth and the three heavens (?).

Surrounding the three heavens on this side of it,
with three perfect, enduring spheres
which moves like a mill wheel
perpetually turning forever.

The firmament, with abundant fame,
and the seven noble stars,
have a single motion – a splendid tale –
since the hour when they were created.

The King divided the red colour above the surface
of the firmament, it is not ... (?):
a carving in equal (?) smooth sections
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into twelve correct divisions.

The King over every place, over every height,
named each single constellation:
without doubt, according to due rights,
he named the twelve constellations.

The shape of each constellation, a bright course,
encircling the firmament:
as famous elders affirm153

they are named from their shapes.

Aquarius, Pisces, Aries, Taurus of the herds,
noble Gemini and Cancer,
Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio ... (?),
Sagittarius, Capricorn.

The King of mysteries disposed them
in their vast clusters:
the row of heights above every plain,
which the sun and moon traverse.

It is thirty days, an ample movement,
together with ten and a half hours,
which are in the ... (?) journey above every height
which the sun traverses in each constellation.

The noble sun, according to the rule,
in the circuit of each year,
enters each constellation
on the fifteenth before the calends, a fair place. 

The sun's time in Aquarius, an interval without disgrace,
was situated in January;
and in Pisces ... (?), brightly,
it is reckoned in February.

The sun appears, gaining dignity thereby,
in Aries in March;
and shines, as it wishes,
in Taurus in April.

The sun is in Gemini in May:
it is certain, it has not changed.
It is not gently that the sun in Cancer

153 “Elders” (sin) preserved only in 24.P.27.
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heats every household in June.

In July the sun is in Leo;
it is then that it pours down its full radiance.
The sun goes for a while on its journey
into Virgo in August.

The sun shines for every company
in Libra in September;
the sun bathes itself, it does not conceal itself,
in Scorpio in October.

The sun takes shelter in Sagittarius
in November, above every sea;
in December, enduring the tale,
the sun is in Capricorn.

These are the twelve constellations
which the bright white Lord created.
They revolve across the world above every sea;
the sun makes its full circuit through them.

Five things each day, without deception,
should be known by each intellectual:
by everyone, without the appearance of reproach,
who is in holy orders.

The day of the solar month, the phase of the moon,
the tide, without folly,
the day of the week, the feasts of pure saints,
related with exact clarity.

The King who arranged the fleeting multitude
of circuits and movements of the stars:
even as he assembled them in divisions
he named them with their names.

Although the side of the many-starred firmament
which faces us is dear to us,
the other side, delight without prohibition,
would be no uglier if we could see it.

The King accomplished a feat (?) which does not fade 
in the circling of the firmament:
its face appears equally close
to the earth on every side.



70

280

288

296

304

312

The King formed the true firmament
with its stars, without weakness;
from one hour to the next it turns
around the earth, without bright falsehood.

The King made a great expanse of waters
above the perfect firmament;
the other expanse of waters is the sea
which encloses the earth.

The bright King whom every prophet has foretold,
the Lord who established every fair dignity,
created the sun with its pure form
which sheds light upon heaven and earth.

The King made the glorious moon
and the wide sea:
the King made them according to rule
so that they act rightly and in harmony.

A sixth part of the whole earth
is the amount which is in the moon;
and the  sun, with purity,
is sixteen times the earth's size.

The King made many beasts
beneath the vast unreckonable sea:
none save my King can reveal
their names or their numbers.

The King made multitudes of hosts
of birds in flight,
of wild beasts in the mountains,
of herds on the smooth plains.

The number of their splendid names
and of their great various forms:
none in the flesh can reckon that,
but only the King from holy heaven.

The King made cold air,
and bright red fire,
and the illustrious mighty earth,
and pure flowing water.
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Thereafter the King sowed the earth
with herbs, with forests:
the world is full of their fragrance
and the abundance of their many fruits.

The King who rules over cold and heat,
my true King who watches over me:
it is he who has established every division,
the king beyond reckoning, beyond telling.

With grace the bright King of mysteries
has revealed to us every wonder,
 that through them we may understand him – a bright 
protection –
and through the multitude of his miracles.

The King who has made each creature in turn,
visible and invisible:
save from the King who made those things
there is no king upon earth.

There is not, among strong men,
among angels or archangels,
anyone who could bring forward … (?)
anything which is marvelous set beside my King.
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Appendix Two

Diagram of Winds and Glésa

Figure 1.

The above diagram depicts the twelve winds and seven glésa described in Canto 1. The 
glésa are distinguished by dotted lines. One glés rules over each pair of winds, while one 
“chief” glés rules over all the others. The text is not clear on how the winds would have 
been paired off, but this is an estimation of how the pairings might have worked.
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