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R o g e r  S t a l l e y

T he  c r o s s  o f  t h e  s c r i p t u r e s 
a t  C l o n m a c no i s e : 
C o n t e x t  a nd  me a n i n g

I have known Malcolm for well-nigh fifty years, a friendship sealed by our joint 
interests in Romanesque and early Gothic (and many other things as well). 
Romanesque sculpture has always been, I think, his greatest love. From his days as 

a student, Malcolm was ready to travel anywhere to track it down, however remote or 
obscure the location. With a connoisseur’s eye for sculptural detail, his visual acumen 
has been wonderfully reinforced by his skill as a photographer. I should also add that 
throughout his life he has been extraordinarily generous in sharing his knowledge 
and indeed his photographs. We have had many happy expeditions together, on one 
occasion finding ourselves spending the night in an early Gothic tower (complete 
with authentic wall passages), on others arguing over the fabric of Pershore Abbey or 
St Davids Cathedral. Although a frequent visitor to Ireland, Malcolm has not had much 
opportunity to study Ireland’s earliest sculpture, which in several ways heralded the 
advent of Romanesque: I hope this essay on the carvings at Clonmacnoise will whet his 
appetite for future visits.
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Introduction

The “cross of the scriptures,” which now has pride 
of place in the visitor centre at Clonmacnoise, 
occupies a distinctive role in the pantheon of Irish 
high crosses (fig. 1).1 Its very shape is unusual, in 
that the ring embracing the top of the cross forms 
a continuous circle, giving it greater emphasis than 
was the case elsewhere. The cross, in fact, has a 
somewhat eccentric appearance, since the two pro-
jecting arms are cut at a slight angle, giving the 
impression that they have been lifted upwards. The 
iconography is likewise distinctive, for the sculptu-
red panels include several compositions that have 
never been satisfactorily explained.2 This is espe-
cially the case with the carvings on the main shaft 
below the ring. Equally interesting is the historical 
context of the cross, for this is one of the rare ins-
tances when we can be certain of the relationship, 
both in time and space, between the carving of a 
high cross and the construction of an adjoining 
church. 

1 . The cros-na-screaptra or cross of the scriptures takes its name from brief references in the Annals of Tigernach and Chronicon Scottorum under the 
year 1060, CELT (Corpus of Electronic Texts): <http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T100002A/index.html>, <http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T100016/
index.html>, consulted October 15, 2012. The cross was transferred to the visitor centre in 1991 and a replica now stands in the original location. 
2 . The literature on the cross is extensive, but a synopsis of alternative readings of the iconography is given by Harbison, Peter, 1992, The High Crosses of 
Ireland, Bonn, Dr. Rudolf Habelt GmbH, vol. I, p. 48-53. See also Roe, Helen M., 1981, Monasterboice and its monuments, County Louth Archaeological 
and Historical Society.
3 . “… the oratory of Cluain moccu Nóis was built by Flann son of Mael Sechnaill and Colmán Conaillech,” 909, Chronicon Scotorum, CELT,  
<http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T100016/index.html>, consulted September 29, 2012.
4 . Chron. Scot., anno 926.
5 . Manning, Conleth, 1998, “Clonmacnoise Cathedral,” in Heather King (ed.), Clonmacnoise Studies, volume 1, Seminar Papers 1994, Dublin, Dúchas, 
The Heritage Service, p. 56-86, especially p. 72-73 where the case is argued very precisely.
6 . Idem, p. 73-74. For further discussion of the inscription, see Henry, Francoise, 1980, “Around an inscription: The cross of the scriptures at Clonmacnois,” 
Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, vol. 110, p. 36-46; and Harbison, p. 357.
7 . Harbison, p. 364. The years 922 and 924 are given for the death of abbot Muiredach in the annals: “Muiredach son of Domnall, tanist-abbot of Ard 
Macha, and chief steward of the southern Uí Néill, and successor of Buite son of Brónach, chief counsellor of the men of all Brega, both laymen and 
clerics, departed this life on the fifth day before the Kalends of December 27 Nov.” Annals of Ulster, 924; Annals of the Four Masters, 922; CELT, <http://
www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T100001A/index.html>, consulted October 8, 2012.

Clonmacnoise and 
the year 909 CE

Under the year 909, the Chronicon Scotorum 
records the building of a church at Clonmacnoise 
by abbot Colmán and King Flann Sinna.3 Colmán 
was abbot between 904 and 926, and his obi-
tuary in Chronicon Scotorum records that “by 
him was built the stone church of Cluain moccu 
Nóis.” 4 There is now general agreement that the 
church concerned was the existing cathedral.5 
Immediately west of the cathedral lays the origi-
nal site of the cross of the scriptures, its location 
aligned to the axis of the west door. As Conleth 
Manning observed, it is tempting to believe that 
cross and church were part of the same project, a 
situation rendered all the more likely by the ins-
cription on the cross, where the names of abbot 
Colmán and King Flann are again recorded.6 Flann 
died in 916, so assuming both men were alive when 
the inscription was carved, the cross must have 
been completed sometime between 904 and 916, 
quite possibly in 909, the year in which the church 
was built. The style of carving has many similari-
ties with that encountered on Muiredach’s cross 
at Monasterboice, where an inscription provides 
a terminus ante quem of 924.7 The closeness of the 
two dates is consistent with the long-established 
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belief that the same sculptor was responsible for 
both works.8 The connection provides further 
confirmation that both the cross and the cathedral 
at Clonmacnoise were completed c.909.

The church erected in this year may not have 
been a completely new building. At the time, large 
stone churches were still something of a novelty, 
and the structure almost certainly replaced an 
earlier building of timber.9 Stone was, of course, 
a more durable material and would have provided 
a greater sense of permanence, while at the same 
time a stone structure enhanced the status of the 
monastery. The construction process, however, was 
more than utilitarian, for royal patronage revived 
and reinforced a relationship that went back to 
the 540s, when the first monastic community was 
founded by St Ciarán, supposedly with the aid of 
the high king Diarmait mac Cerbaill.10 Thoughts 
of those events, 350 years before, must have been 
prominent in the minds of those present in 909, 
not least because Diarmait, the royal founder, 
was an ancestor of the Clann Cholmáin kings of 
Mide, including, of course, the current king, Flann 
Sinna.11 In fact, the monastery may have had relics 
of Diarmait, for the annals of Tigernach report 
that, after his death in 563, his head was brought 
to Clonmacnoise.12 The events of 909 must have 
been loaded with religious, historical and polit-
ical overtones, and it is worth considering whether 
these affected the design of the cross, in particular 
the choice of some of the more unusual subjects. 

8 . Stalley, Roger, 2014, “Irish sculpture of the early tenth century and the work of the ‘Muiredach Master’: problems of identification and meaning,” 
Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, vol. 114C, p. 141-179; the life and work of the sculptor are explored at length in the author’s forthcoming book, 
Stalley, Roger, 2020, Early Irish sculpture and the art of the high crosses, London, The Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art and Yale University 
Press.
9 . Ó Carragáin, Tomás, 2010, Churches in early medieval Ireland, architecture, ritual and memory, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, p. 107. 
10 . For the reign of Diarmait mac Cerbaill, see Ó Crónín, Dáibhí, 2005, “Ireland, 400-800,” in Dáibhí Ó Crónín (ed.), A New History of Ireland, I,  
Prehistoric and Early Ireland, Dublin and Oxford, Royal Irish Academy and Oxford University Press, p. 209-210. 
11 . Manning, p. 72-73, outlines the events that led up to Flann’s patronage, including his victory at Belach Mugna the year before; see also Kehnel, 
Annette, 1997, Clonmacnois—the church and lands of St. Ciarán, Münster, LIT-Verlag, p. 18-19.
12 . Annals of Tigernach, 563, CELT, <http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T100002A/index.html>, consulted October 29, 2012.

The so-called foundation panel

The iconographic problems begin with the east side 
of the cross shaft, the side that faces the church 
doorway. It is divided into three panels, two of 

~ �Fig. 1. Clonmacnoise, cross of the scriptures, seen from 
the east in the 1960s. NATIONAL MONUMENTS SERVICE
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which are unique to Clonmacnoise. In the majo-
rity of “scripture crosses,” carvings in this position 
depict Old Testament subjects, as can be found, for 
example, in three of the four equivalent panels on 
Muiredach’s cross. Those at Clonmacnoise do not 
fit easily into this pattern and their identification 
remains a matter of debate, not to say contention. 
While it is possible that each panel was designed 
as an individual entity, it is reasonable to assume 

13 . It is worth noting that the bag slung over the shoulder has classical precedents; it is seen, for example, on a shepherd sculpted on a sarcophagus at 
Ostia.
14 . Others have interpreted the presence of a leaf or f lower, which, if true, might suggest an association with Aaron and the f lowering rod.

that they are linked in some way, not necessarily 
in narrative terms but perhaps in terms of their 
overall meaning and significance. 

The lowest panel has attracted the most 
attention in the past (fig.  2). Two figures are 
depicted, carved in profile, walking towards each 
other. Together they hold what appears to be a post 
or pole, around which their fingers are clasped. The 
left figure is clothed in a long robe, with a shorter 
cloak or overgarment. He may be wearing a hood; 
although this is unclear, there is no mistaking the 
rectangular bag or satchel slung around his back.13 
The other figure is bearded and wears a short tunic 
that finishes above the knee. A substantial sword is 
fixed to the belt. The front feet of each figure touch 
in the centre and the base of the post or pole comes 
down behind (or perhaps on top of) their toes. The 
post itself widens near the top and many observers 
have commented on what appears to be a crude 
rounded face at the summit.14

The dress of the two figures clearly implies 
a contrast in status; one is evidently ecclesias-
tical, the other secular. There is a long-established 
view that the sculpture depicts the foundation of 
Clonmacnoise in the sixth century, with St Ciarán 
and King Diarmait holding the first post of a timber 
church. A related, though less popular view, is that 
it shows Abbot Colmán and King Flann engaged 
in founding the later stone church of 909 CE. The 
problem with both these interpretations is that 
there are very few high crosses in Ireland, where 
episodes from Irish history can be identified with 
any certainty. For this reason, scholars have looked 
for alternative interpretations, particularly subjects 
taken from the Old Testament—an episode from 

~ �Fig. 2. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures:  
so-called “foundation’ panel at the base of the east face 
of the shaft. NATIONAL MONUMENTS SERVICE
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the story of Joseph, for example, or the raising of 
the brazen serpent by Moses and Aaron.15

The general form of the composition can be 
paralleled in a number of works, both in Ireland 
and abroad. At Lindisfarne, there is a rough sculp-
tured panel from the base of a shaft that shows two 
figures flanking a post or a column. The carving 
is badly damaged and what has been interpreted 
as a column could in fact be the base of cross-
headed staff.16 This is certainly what is depicted 
on a Romanesque panel at Landford (Wiltshire), 
where two figures in flowing robes grasp a staff 
with a cross at the top.17 In this case the carving is 
assumed to be the discovery of the true cross. More 
relevant, perhaps, is a small dedication plaque fixed 
to the splendid jewelled cross in the Treasury at 
Essen, known to come from the period 973-982 
(fig. 3). The cross was presented by Otto, duke of 
Bavaria and Swabia, to his sister, Mathilde, who 
was abbess at Essen at the time.18 The enamelled 
plaque shows the abbess and duke facing each 
other, clasping a staff surmounted by an equal 
armed cross. The similarities with Clonmacnoise 
are striking, not least the clasping gestures and 
the sharp contrast in the dress of the two figures. 
While there is no reason to connect Clonmacnoise 
with Essen, the German work confirms that for-
mulae akin to that on the Irish cross were being 
used on dedication panels in the Early Middle 
Ages. There is, however, one important distinc-
tion: the central staff at Clonmacnoise does not 

15 . Harbison, p. 49; Stalley, Roger, 1990, “European art and the Irish High Crosses,” Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, vol. 90C, p. 135-158  
at p. 155-157.
16 . Cramp, Rosemary, 1984, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture in England, vol. I: County Durham and Northumberland, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, p. 197-198. The catalogue entry suggests that the column finished with a block capital that in turn supported a double arch; the upper area of the 
carving, however, is damaged and the existence of the arch is far from clear. No subject was suggested. The work is attributed to the second half of the 
tenth century.
17 . The twelfth-century carving is set above the inside face of the north doorway of the parish church of St Andrew at Landford, Royal Commission on 
the Historical Monuments of England, 1987, Churches of South-East Wiltshire, London, HMSO, p. 18-19. In this case the figures, clothed in long robes, 
stride towards each other, holding a cross between them. I am grateful to Con Manning for drawing my attention to this work.
18 . Lasko, Peter, 1994, Ars Sacra 800-1200, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, p. 100. The panel at Essen has been mentioned a number of 
times as a parallel to the carving at Clonmacnoise, see for example Fitzpatrick, Elizabeth, 1993, “Raiding and warring in monastic Ireland,” History 
Ireland, vol. 1, no. 3, p. 13-18.

appear to be surmounted by a cross. A similar com-
position can be found in an Anglo-Saxon context, 
most notably on a section of a ninth-century cross 
shaft from Urswick (Cumbria), which shows two 

~ �Fig. 3. Altar cross of Abbess Mathilda of Essen, enamel 
plaque showing the presentation of the cross. ESSEN 

MINSTER, TREASURY
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secular figures confronting each other, either side 
of a central cross. A runic inscription relates that 
Tunwine erected the cross in memory of his lord 
(or son), confirming that one of the figures depicts 
the benefactor.19 Although the sculptural technique 
is rudimentary, the tight relationship between 
inscription and image provides an interesting par-
allel for Clonmacnoise.20 There may in fact be an 
Irish parallel for this type of “donor” composition. 
The west face of the so-called “Marigold Stone” 
at Carndonagh (Donegal) depicts two affronted 
figures, standing either side of a giant flabellum, 
supported on a long stem. The right figure, hold-
ing a crosier, is evidently ecclesiastical, but hints 
of a sword suggest the other figure is secular.21 In 
other words, we appear to have a contrast in status 
similar to that encountered at Clonmacnoise.22

The life of St Ciarán and the 
foundation of Clonmacnoise

The evidence cited above, especially that from 
Essen, Urswick, and to a lesser extent Carndonagh, 
adds weight to the traditional view that the bottom 
panel on the cross of the scriptures depicts an 
episode recounted in the Irish life of St Ciarán 
in which he and the king jointly planted the first 
structural post of the new monastery:

19 . Cramp, Rosemary (ed.), 1988, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture in England, vol. II, Cumberland, Westmoreland and Lancashire North-of-the-
Sands, Oxford, Oxford University Press, p. 148-151.
20 . The comparison with Clonmacnoise was made by Karkov, Catherine E., 1997, “The Bewcastle Cross: Some iconographic problems,” in Catherine E. 
Karkov, Michael Ryan and Robert T. Farrell (eds.), The Insular Tradition, Albany, State University of New York Press, p. 13-16 and p. 24, fn. 27.
21 . Newman, Conor, and Niamh Walsh, 2007, “Iconographical analysis of the Marigold Stone, Carndonagh, Inishowen, Co. Donegal,” in Rachel Moss 
(ed.), Making and meaning in Insular art, Dublin, Four Courts Press, p. 167-183.
22 . It is worth noting more distant parallels for this type of composition; related images, for example, can be found on the obverse of Byzantine coins. 
A good example is the Gold Histemenon of Basil II, see Evans, Helen, and William Wixom (eds.), 1997, The glory of Byzantium, art and culture of the 
middle Byzantine era A.D. 843-1261, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, p. 213-214. Although this example dates from 1005-1025, the formula 
goes back to at least the ninth century, to coins, for example, produced under Basil I (867-886) and Leo VI (886-912). In contrast to Clonmacnoise, the 
two figures are frontal, but the way they hold the central cross has obvious parallels with the Irish cross. I am grateful to Conleth Manning for alerting 
me to the relevance of Byzantine coins.
23 . Kehnel, p. 106, citing R.A.S. Macalister (ed.), 1921, The Latin and Irish lives of Ciaran, London, Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, p. 91.

Then Ciarán set up the first post in Cluain 
and Diarmait mac Cerbeil along with him. 
Said Ciarán to Diarmait when they were plan-
ting the post, “Warrior, suffer my hand to be 
over thy hand and thou shalt be over the men 
of Ireland in the high-kingship”. “I permit it”, 
said Diarmait, “only give me a token thereof”. 
“I will” said Ciarán, “though thou art solitary 
today, thou shalt be king of Ireland this time 
tomorrow”. That was verified, for Tuathal 
Moel-Garb, King of Ireland was slain that 
night and Diarmait took the kingship of Ireland 
on the morrow, and he bestowed a hundred 
churches on Ciarán.23

This passage includes many of the details 
shown on the sculpture, not least the arrange-
ment of hands; however, this does not necessar-
ily prove that the sculpture illustrated the same 
event. There is, for example, a possibility that over 
the years the carving of an Old Testament subject 
came to be identified, erroneously, with Ciarán 
and Diarmait, which encouraged the author of 
the life to copy the carving, mistakenly thinking 
that it represented the foundation of the monas-
tery. The likelihood of such a metamorphosis of 
meaning depends on the assumption that the Irish 
life was written long after 909. Recent studies of 
the text, however, suggest otherwise. According to 
Kim McCone the language indicates that it was 



69

R O G E R  S T A L L E Y   T H E  C R O S S  O F  T H E  S C R I P T U R E S  A T  C L O N M A C N O I S E

composed in the first half of the tenth century, pla-
cing it close in date to the church and the cross.24 
In fact, by drawing attention to the early history 
of the monastery, the events of 909 might have 
been the very occasion that prompted the com-
position of the vita. If one was seeking a context 
for the text, then this was surely it, especially as 
the author stresses the relationship between the 
king and the saint. The revised date of the Irish life 
thus gives added credence to the popular view that 
the carving depicted St Ciarán and King Diarmait.

The traditio clavis

With this in mind it is worth looking at the panel 
at the top of the shaft, where the carving has 
aroused less discussion (fig. 4). There is general 
agreement that it depicts Christ bestowing autho-
rity on St Peter and St Paul, one of many varia-
tions of the traditio legis or traditio clavis, a theme 
that goes back to the early years of Christian art.25 
The surface of the panel is badly worn, and the 
details are now difficult to make out. But it is just 
possible to discern the main shaft of the key that 
St Peter accepts (on the left) and a book (or perhaps 
scroll) that St Paul receives on the right. It is not 
so much the iconography itself that is significant, 
but the meaning it conveyed to an early medieval 
audience. It was not, of course, a biblical subject, 
rather a concocted image designed to assert the 
status of the Church of Rome, reminding every-
one of its foundation by the two major apostles 
of Christ; it was, in short, a propaganda image.26 
The subject was frequently reproduced during the 
early Christian era, as St Augustine once observed. 

24 . Kehnel, p. 106-107.
25 . Harbison, p. 294-295.
26 . Spier, Jeffrey, 2007, Picturing the Bible, The earliest Christian art, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, p. 14-15.
27 . Augustine, De consensus Evangelistarum libri quattuor, 1.10.16, as cited by Spier, Picturing the Bible, p. 14.

Returning from Rome in the year 388 CE, the saint 
recounted that representations of Peter and Paul in 
the presence of Christ were to be seen everywhere 
in the city.27 The crucial question at Clonmacnoise is 
whether this image, extolling the status of Rome, is 
related in any way to the panel at the base of the shaft 
(fig. 2). It is tempting to conclude that the two subjects 
were seen as a pair and were meant to complement 
each other, with the foundation of Clonmacnoise 

~ �Fig. 4. Clonmacnoise the cross of the scriptures, east 
face of the shaft showing the traditio clavis in the upper 
panel and two (?) kings below. PHOTO: ROGER STALLEY
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in the lowest panel echoing the foundation of the 
Church of Rome in the panel above.

The mystery of the kings

This leaves the centre panel, the most mysterious 
of the three (fig. 4). How might this fit into such 
an overall scheme? Here the style of the so-called 
“Muiredach Master” is seen at its best. Apart from 
the attractive “roundness” of his figures, the sculp-
tor’s delight in local detail is to the fore; in this 
case we have brooches, beards, belts, swords, and a 
drinking horn, attributes that are unlikely to have 
been added just for decorative effect. The compo-
sition consists of two figures, standing frontally, 
their faces embellished with impressive mous-
taches. They are both attired in long tunics with 
outer cloaks, the latter held in place by penannu-
lar brooches. The figure to the left passes a drin-
king horn to his companion. The prominence of 
the brooches implies that the figures are men of 
status, almost certainly kings (a similar brooch is 
found at Monasterboice, where Christ is shown to 
the people as king of the Jews, the presence of the 
brooch underlining the idea of kingship). The one 
obvious difference between the two is that the left 
king has a long beard, the strands knitted together 
to form an interlace pattern. The assumption must 
be that he is the older, or more senior, of the two. 
The best clue to the meaning probably lies in the 
drinking horn, and the fact that it is being passed 
from the “older” to the “younger” figure. While 
this might represent an Old Testament subject, 
there are very few passages that mention drinking 
horns and none that seem to fit this composition.28 
If the panel below does in fact represent St Ciarán 

28 . The most relevant passage is to be found in Psalm 75, verses 5-10.
29 . Byrne, Francis J., 2001, Irish kings and high-kings, Dublin, Four Courts Press, 2nd ed., p. 153; Fitzpatrick, Elizabeth, 2004, Royal inauguration in Gaelic 
Ireland c.1100-1600, a cultural landscape study, Woodbridge, Boydell and Brewer, p. 1 and 10; Ó Floinn, Raghnall, 1997, “Innovation and conservatism 
in Irish metalwork of the Romanesque period,” Insular Tradition, p. 261-262.

and King Diarmait, is it possible that this scene 
also has local significance? The gesture implies 
that authority is being transferred from one king 
to another, the horn representing some sort of 
insignia of office. Drinking horns certainly featu-
red amongst the regalia of Irish kings and Francis 
John Byrne pointed out that they formed part of 
the tuarastal or stipend distributed by the king 
of Leinster to sub-kings in the Book of Rights.29 
The status of Irish drinking horns is underlined 

~ �Fig. 5. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, seen 
from the south. PHOTO: ROGER STALLEY
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by the ornament on two remarkable survivals, the 
horn reliquary in Tongres / Tongeren in Belgium 
and Kavanagh Charter Horn.30 If a royal event is 
depicted on the cross, could this be King Flann 
Sinna, the patron of the stone church and the high 

30 . Ryan, Michael, 1985, “The Horn-Reliquary of Tonges / Tongeren: a 12th century Irish object,” Bulletin des Musées Royaux d’Art et Histoire, vol. 56, 
p. 43-55; Ó Floinn, Raghnall, 1981, “The Kavanagh Charter Horn,” in D. Ó Corráin (ed.), Irish antiquity: Essays and studies presented to Professor M. J. 
Kelly, Cork, Cork University Press, p. 268-278.
31 . It is worth noting that the paired figures found on Byzantine coins can be identified as the emperor with his son or nominated successor or one of 
his ancestors, see Grierson, Philip, 1999, Byzantine coinage, Washington, Dumbarton Oaks, p. 8.
32 . There has been a wide range of alternative readings of this panel, including the suggestion that it shows the reconciliation between Flann Sinna 
and Cathal son of Conchubar king of Connacht, see for example Ryan, John, 1973, Clonmacnois, A historical summary, Dublin, National Parks and  
Monuments Branch, Office of Public Works, p. 65.
33 . Harbison, High Crosses, vol. I, p. 50-53.
34 . The instruments have been analysed by Buckley, Ann, 2005, “Music in Ireland to c.1500,”in Ó Cróinín (ed.), A new history of Ireland, vol. I, Dublin 
and Oxford, Royal Irish Academy and Oxford University Press, p. 767-770.

cross, receiving a drinking horn from his father 
King Máel Sechnaill; or perhaps more likely, King 
Flann in the presence of his venerable ancestor 
Diarmait? There is alas, no specific evidence to 
confirm either suggestion.31 For the time being the 
mystery remains, though the significance of the 
drinking horn and the gesture of transfer is surely 
key to an understanding of the carving.32

The side panels

The side panels of the shaft, facing north and south, 
are notoriously ambiguous and there has been little 
agreement about what they represent (figs. 5 and 
6).33 There are two figural panels to the south, three 
to the north (the lowest panel on the south side 
is filled with a pattern of eight interlaced men). It 
is easiest to start with the centre panels on each 
side, both of which represent musicians: to the 
south a figure seated on an animal plays a round- 
topped lyre with the strings arranged in a fan 
shape (fig. 7); to the north a figure plays the triple 
pipes, his feet resting on two animals, their legs 
interlaced (fig. 8).34 A void above the right shoul-
der is filled with a further animal, this time with 
the head contorted over the body. The presence of 
the musicians can be explained relatively easily 
by reference to the Last Judgment on Muiredach’s 
cross at Monasterboice, where the same sculptor 
introduced musicians on either side of the jud-
ging Christ (fig. 9) The lyre in this case is oblique 

~ �Fig. 6. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, seen 
from the north. NATIONAL MONUMENTS SERVICE
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~ �Fig. 9. Monasterboice, Muiredach’s cross, east face 
showing the Last Judgment. PHOTO: ROGER STALLEY

~ �Fig. 10. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, east 
face, showing the Last Judgment. PHOTO: ROGER STALLEY

~ �Fig. 8. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, figure 
playing the triple pipes. NATIONAL MONUMENTS SERVICE

~ �Fig. 7. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, south 
face, with figure playing the lyre in the lower panel. 
NATIONAL MONUMENTS SERVICE
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shaped, but the triple pipes are much the same as 
those encountered at Clonmacnoise. When the two 
Last Judgments are studied alongside, it is apparent 
that the version at Clonmacnoise is a reduced ver-
sion of that found on Muiredach’s cross (fig. 10). 
With less room in which to work, the iconogra-
phy was abbreviated. The major victims were the 
musicians who were transferred to the sides of the 
cross. The two central panels north and south thus 
form an overflow from the Last Judgment, though, 
isolated from the main composition, they inevi-
tably lose much of their meaning. The lyre player 
or harpist, who sometimes appears alongside 
Christ in judgment scenes, is usually identified as 
King David, and the same identification may well 
apply in this case, as many writers have suggested.35 
The animal below would thus represent the lion, 
which David killed when serving as a shepherd  
(1 Samuel, 17.34).

A Christian triumph and 
its Roman antecedents

Although the abbreviation of the iconography 
explains why the musicians ended up on the side 
of the shaft, it fails to cast much light on the overall 
meaning of the side panels. Especially intriguing 
is the lowest panel on the north side. This is one of 
the outstanding pieces of sculpture to survive from 
early medieval Ireland, the strong rounded relief 
illustrating the style of the Muiredach Master at its 
best (fig. 11).36 The main figure, seated on a throne, 
clasps a staff or sceptre, above which is a large bird. 
He turns to stab a helpless individual, lying pros-
trate at the bottom of the panel, the staff apparently 
piercing the left eye. The torso of the enthroned 

35 . Buckley, however, has warned against this assumption, Idem, p. 771.
36 . Stalley, “Irish sculpture of the early tenth century,” p. 33. For a more extended definition of the Muiredach Master’s style, see Stalley, Roger, 2007, 
“Artistic identity and the Irish Scripture Crosses,” in Rachel Moss (ed.), Making and meaning in Insular Art, Dublin, Four Courts Press, p. 153-166.

figure is badly decayed, but there is some indica-
tion that he may have been clasping a book to his 
chest. The victim below wears short tight trousers, 
much like those worn by soldiers on Muiredach’s 
cross, and his bare legs are spread-eagled above. 
The turning pose, the vertical force of the staff and 
the flying legs, have an expressive force that under-
lines the artistic talent of the so-called “Muiredach 
Master.” Especially noteworthy is the depth of the 
relief, revealed by strong shadows around the feet.

~ �Fig. 11. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, figure 
with eagle-headed sceptre. NATIONAL MONUMENTS SERVICE
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The subject of the panel has been the cause of 
much confusion in the past. It is by no means clear 
whether it represents a specific event or relates to 
some more general theme. One useful clue can be 
found on the west cross at Monasterboice, another 
work of the Muiredach Master. On the north face 
of its main shaft, facing the wall of the ruined 
church, is a panel with features also encountered at 
Clonmacnoise (fig. 12). The panel depicts a seated 
figure, with two leaping animals on each side. The 
right arm is raised, the palm of the hand hold-
ing something indeterminate. The figure is armed 

37 . Roe, p. 60; Harbison, p. 151; Stalley, “Irish sculpture of the early tenth century,” p. 29-33.
38 . Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale. Diptychs were given out to friends and associates by the consul on the day he attained high office. Four survive for 
Flavius Anastasius Paulus Probus, see Williamson, Paul (ed.), 1986, The Medieval Treasury: The art of the Middle Ages in the Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London, Victoria and Albert Museum, p. 52-53. The imagery from one Anastasius panel was shaved off and the ivory panel re-used in the making of 
the Lorsch Gospels, as pointed out by Longhurst, M. H. and C. R. Morey, 1928, “The covers of the Lorsch Gospels,” Speculum, vol. 3, p. 64. Either side 
of the consul on the Anastasius diptych are female figures holding up tiny roundels, a device repeated on the tower cross at Kells, where the roundels 
contain the agnus dei. Helen Roe pointed out the relevance of consular diptychs for Irish sculpture, Roe, p. 60.

with a shield, and a bird with outstretched wings 
perches above the left shoulder. Some scholars have 
identified the main figure as David, author of the 
psalms, though there are no specific attri butes 
that confirm the identification.37 More certain, 
however, is the origin of the image itself, which is 
based on late antique consular diptychs, such as 
the Anastasius diptych of 517 in the Bibliothèque 
Nationale in Paris (fig. 13).38 In this example the 
consul is seated on a throne with lion-headed 
supports, the ultimate inspiration for the leaping 
animals on the carving at Monasterboice. He is 

~ �Fig. 12. Monasterboice, west cross, panel on the north 
face showing enthroned figure incorporating elements 
derived from a consular diptych. PHOTO: ROGER STALLEY

~ �Fig. 13. Consular diptych of Flavius Anastasius, 517CE. 
PARIS, BIBLIOTHÈQUE NATIONALE
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about to throw down the mappa circensis (white 
cloth), the signal for the start of the games in the 
public circus. The arrangement of the drapery, the 
trabea or ceremonial costume with diagonal folds, 
is replicated almost exactly at Monasterboice. In 
his left hand, the consul holds an imperial scep-
tre surmounted by the Roman eagle and it is this 
that explains the presence of the bird, both at 
Monasterboice and Clonmacnoise.

The eagle-headed sceptre was a familiar 
emblem throughout the Roman world, especially 

39 . Lasko, p. 101.
40 . Hawkes, Jane, 1997, “Symbols of the Passion or power? The iconography of the Rothbury Cross-Head,” in Karkov, Ryan, and Farrell, The Insular 
Tradition, p. 37.
41 . The diptych is preserved in the Museo Civico Cristiano at Brescia, see Hubert, Jean, Porcher, Jean, and Volbach, W.F., 1969, Europe in the Dark Ages, 
London, Thames and Hudson, p. 135.
42 . Ó Carragáin, Eamonn, 1999, “The necessary distance: Imitatio Romae and the Ruthwell Cross,” in Jane Hawkes and Susan Mills (eds.), Northumbria’s 
Golden Age, Stroud, Sutton Publishers Ltd., p. 199.
43 . Hawkes, p. 37.

on coins and other official insignia. The eagle of 
Jupiter in fact was the principal emblem carried 
on the standards of the Roman legions, a symbol 
of both pride and victory. One of the best known 
examples is to be found on a Roman cameo, 
re-used on the Lothar cross (c.985-991), now 
in the Treasury of the Palace Chapel at Aachen 
(fig. 14).39 Here the emperor Augustus is shown 
holding an eagle-headed sceptre at close quar-
ters. At Monasterboice, the sculptor eliminated 
the supporting staff, replacing it with the shield, 
thereby rendering the symbolic eagle meaning-
less; at Clonmacnoise, however, the relationship 
between eagle and sceptre is more explicit (fig. 11). 
It is clear that the Muiredach Master had some, 
perhaps indirect, knowledge of a consular dip-
tych, which is not as far-fetched as it might seem. 
Consular diptychs were re-used in the liturgy as a 
convenient place for preserving lists of saints and 
benefactors to be read out during mass, a practice 
that is thought to have started with the early Irish 
and Anglo-Saxon missions to the continent in the 
seventh century.40 The inner leaves of a surviving 
fifth-century diptych of the consul Boethius were 
adapted in just this way.41 In Roman churches the 
very word “diptych” gave its name to this part of 
the liturgy, a point that has been made by Eamonn 
Ó Carragáin.42 There is plenty of evidence to show 
that consular diptychs were scattered across 
Europe and, as Jane Hawkes has pointed out, 
“their iconography was widely influential in the 
decoration of other, non-imperial artefacts.”43 It 
appears that one such diptych found its way into 
the sacristy of an Irish church. In the hands of the 

~ �Fig. 14. Antique cameo of the Emperor Augustus,  
re-used in the tenth-century Lothar cross. AACHEN, PALACE 

CHAPEL, TREASURY
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Muiredach Master, what had once been a symbol 
of imperial power was transposed into what is evi-
dently a more generalized symbol of ecclesiastical 
authority.44

Unfortunately, the use of a Roman scep-
tre does not explain the meaning of the panel at 
Clonmacnoise. The separation of eagle and staff 
suggests that the sculptor himself may have been 
unaware of its significance, except perhaps as a 
means of conveying authority. Elsewhere in the 
oeuvre of the Muiredach Master there are several 
scenes of triumph in which ecclesiastics strike 
down beasts or semi-naked individuals, the use of 
crosiers leaving no doubt that these are Christian 
triumphs over the forces of evil, paganism, or 
heresy. Indeed, prayers and litanies against the 
forces of the devil were prominent in Irish litur-
gical practice. An eleventh-century tract on the 
consecration of churches, for example, shows 
that the cleansing of the building from evil spir-
its was an important part of the rite.45 On a daily 
basis, as they recited the psalms, Irish monastic 
communities were reminded of the perils that 
lay all around them.46 Moreover, they must have 
been familiar with the numerous passages in the 
psalms that speak of triumphs over the ungodly, 
as for example in Psalm 1 (verse 6): “for the LORD 
knoweth the way of the righteous: but the way of 
the ungodly shall perish.” The prostrate figure 
at Clonmacnoise does not look particularly evil 
though he is obviously an unwelcome spirit. A 
good parallel for this figure can be found on the 
west cross at Monasterboice (east face, right arm), 
where two ecclesiastics thrust their crosiers into 

44 . This raises an interesting question of how the imagery on the consular diptychs was actually viewed and understood, and the extent to which their 
original purpose was appreciated in ninth- and tenth-century Ireland.
45 . The eleventh-century tract survives in the fourteenth-century Lebar Brecc. See Ní Ghrádaigh, Jenifer, 2011, “Mouthing obscenities, Christological 
typologies? Complexities of meaning at Dysert O’Dea,” in Roger Stalley (ed.), Limerick and South-West Ireland, medieval art and architecture, British 
Archaeological Association, Conference Transactions, vol. 34, Leeds, p.  56.
46 . The role of the psalms in promulgating imagery of battle is examined by Openshaw, Kathleen, 1993, “Weapons in the daily battle: Images of the 
conquest of evil in the early medieval psalter,” Art Bulletin, vol. 75, p. 17-38.
47 . Roe, p. 55.

a (?) naked figure falling headlong at the left, a 
scene sometimes identified as the fall of Simon 
Magus (fig. 15).47 As the piper carved in the panel 
above at Clonmacnoise is an “overflow” from a 
Last Judgment program, a scene illustrating the 
vanquishing of evil or the fall of the ungodly fits 
comfortably into the same context. The fact that 
the panel is depicted on the north side of the cross, 
the direction in which the wicked are despatched 
by the judging Christ, lends support to such a view. 

~ �Fig. 15. Monasterboice, tall cross, east face showing 
ecclesiastical figures overcoming a demon or unbeliever. 
PHOTO: ROGER STALLEY
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Further mysteries: 
the upper side panels

The upper panels on the north and south faces of 
the shaft raise even greater difficulties. There are 
some hints that they too might have been designed 
as a pair: on the south side a standing ecclesiastic 
holds a crosier in front of his body, while behind 
his head is an angel with wings outstretched 
(fig. 16). There is some suggestion that the left arm 
of the main figure is held across the chest, with the 
right hand holding the crosier. On the north side 
the ecclesiastic is seated, his hair divided into two 
distinctive plaits (fig. 17). Between his legs is what 
appears to be a tau crosier, with volute-like termi-
nals. The right arm is raised in blessing, the palm 
of the hand facing outwards. A large circular object 
hangs by straps from the neck. Behind is a subs-
tantial figure, holding a lock of his companion’s 
hair in one hand and a book in the other. These 
details ought to provide clues as to the identity of 
the subject, but so far they have failed to yield a 
conclusive answer.48 The tau crosier was associa-
ted with St Anthony in the later Middle Ages but, 
as Colleen Thomas has demonstrated, there is no 
evidence that this type of crosier was linked with 
St Anthony much before the thirteenth century.49 
Francoise Henry felt the panels might represent the 
evangelists, Matthew and St John; Peter Harbison 
proposed David as a shepherd for the northern 
panel, and the Egyptian saints Paul and Anthony 

48 . Searches of the Biblical text under the word “hair” failed to yield any passages consistent with the image, suggesting that this may be a non-Biblical 
subject.
49 . Thomas, Colleen M., 2013, Beyond the desert: The narrative composition of medieval images for the hermits Paul and Antony receiving bread from the 
raven, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Trinity College Dublin, passim.
50 . Harbison, p. 52-53; Colleen Thomas, following her exhaustive study of the iconography of Paul and Anthony, has confirmed to me that the compo-
sition at Clonmacnoise does not correspond with any known image of the two Egyptian saints, either at home or abroad. Reliable identifications of Paul 
and Anthony in Insular art show the two saints placed opposite each other, with equal status, and they hold conventional crosiers. The tau crosier is 
not mentioned in any of the early Christian lives of the saints and the earliest example of St Anthony holding a tau crosier appears to be in late twelfth 
century frescoes at Sant’Angelo in Formis. The association between Antony and the tau cross seems to have developed after the establishment of the 
Antonine Order of Hospitallers in the late eleventh century. The iconography of St Anthony is also considered by Tomlinson, Sally, 2007, Demons, Druids 
and Brigands on the Irish High Crosses: Rethinking the images identified as The Temptation of Saint Anthony, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of 
North Carolina, Chapel Hill.

for the southern carving.50 Heather King has poin-
ted to a connection with the well-known image 
of the evangelists seated on the shoulders of the 
prophets, allowing them to perceive greater truth, 

~ �Fig. 16. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, panel 
on the south face of the shaft, showing an ecclesiastic 
and an angel. PHOTO: ROGER STALLEY
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as found in the stained glass at Chartres.51 None of 
these suggestions is entirely persuasive.

The circular object hanging from the neck 
with straps is sometimes thought to be a reliquary 
or purse, but it is more likely that it represents 
some form of pendant. A number of ornate cir-
cular pendants survive from the late Antique era, 
a good example being a fourth-century medal-
lion at Dumbarton Oaks, which has at its centre a 
gold solidus of the emperor Constantine.52 Objects 

 51. King, Heather, 1994, “Prophets and evangelists (speaking from stone),” Archaeology Ireland, vol. 28, p. 9-10.
52 . Weitzmann, Kurt, 1979, Age of spirituality, Late Antique and Early Christian Art, third to seventh century, New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
p. 304. 
53 . The examples, which come from the bottom of a drinking vessel or bowl, are preserved in the British Museum and the Corning Museum of Glass 
(Corning, New York State). The latter example is illustrated in Whitehouse, David, 1996, “Glass, gold and gold-glasses,” Expedition, University of 
Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, vol. 38, no. 2, p. 10. The British Museum example is inscribed BICVLIUS DIGN(ITAS AM)
ICORUM VIVAS PIE ZESES. The iconography has its source in Roman imperial coinage, where co-rulers are united and sometimes crowned by a 
victory, see Weitzmann, p. 569-570. 

of this type are shown hanging from the neck of 
St Peter and St Paul on at least two fourth-cen-
tury pieces of gold glass (fig. 18), complete with 
an inner circle, as if prepared for a coin, depicted 
in exactly the same way as the hanging object at 
Clonmacnoise.53 In these examples, busts of the 
two saints are set side by side with a small figure 
of Christ standing on their shoulders, offering each 
saint a crown of victory. Could the background 
figure at Clonmacnoise represent Christ? There is 
no sign of a crown, nor is there anything that might 
explicitly identify the figure in this way. At the very 
least the hanging medallion along with the bless-
ing hand imply status and ecclesiastical author-
ity. As the other figural panels on the sides of the 
shaft appear to be linked with the Last Judgment, 
this enigmatic carving, along with its counterpart 
on the south side, may fit into the same context, 
though exactly how is hard to discern.

~ �Fig. 17. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, panel 
on the north face of the shaft, showing figure wearing a 
large medallion. NATIONAL MONUMENTS SERVICE

~ �Fig. 18. Peter and Paul wearing medallions, fifth-century 
Roman gold-glass work PHOTO: THE TRUSTEES OF THE BRITISH 

MUSEUM
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Conclusion: the work of 
the “Muiredach Master”

The west face of the cross is more straightforward 
and, as is frequently the case, the carvings are 
devoted to subjects from the New Testament 
(fig. 20): the crucifixion is depicted in the head 

54 . Harbison, vol. I, p. 51 and 272. 

of the cross, with Christ in the tomb at the base 
of the shaft. Two further panels on the shaft have 
provoked disagreement: in the second panel, some 
have argued for the arrest of Christ, others for his 
mocking or flagellation. The arrest has also been 
proposed for the third panel, but Peter Harbison 
has made a powerful case for the soldiers casting 
lots for Christ’s garments.54 It is one of many panels 
on the crosses that may have been inspired by the 
words of the psalms, in this case psalm 22, verse 18, 
which was taken as a prophecy of the crucifixion: 
“they part my garments among them and cast lots 

~ �Fig. 19. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, seen 
from the west before transfer to the Visitor Centre. 
NATIONAL MONUMENTS SERVICE

~ �Fig. 20. Clonmacnoise, the cross of the scriptures, west 
face of the main shaft. PHOTO: ROGER STALLEY
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among my vestures.” It is interesting to note that 
in the Utrecht Psalter this verse is illustrated by a 
drawing of a machine for casting lots!

The panel illustrating Christ in the tomb is 
repeated, with minor variations, on three other 
crosses (Monasterboice west cross, Kells market 
cross and Durrow), all of which are connected 
with the work of the Muiredach Master.55 There 
can be no doubt that he was responsible for the 
Clonmacnoise cross. A colossus amongst stone 
carvers of the Early Middle Ages, this sculptor was 
not just a menial craftsman, but an imaginative and 
observant artist. At Clonmacnoise he introduced 
new compositions and revealed a willingness to 
adapt, reducing the scale of the Last Judgment to 
suit a smaller monument. If, as seems likely, the 
more extended version of the Last Judgment came 
first, then Muiredach’s cross at Monasterboice 
preceded the cross at Clonmacnoise. In discus-
sion of these crosses it is sometimes assumed that 
a senior ecclesiastic from the relevant monastery 
selected the iconography. While such an official 
might well have approved the final choice, the fact 
that compositions are repeated or adapted on a 
number of different crosses suggests otherwise.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

55 . Stalley, “Artistic identity,” p. 158-161. 
56 . Francoise Henry went further, suggesting that abbot Colmán himself might be the sculptor, see Henry, “Around an inscription,” p. 44-45. Her ideas 
have been developed by Manning, p. 74-75. Although the inscription implies that Colmán made the cross, there are many instances in the Middle Ages 
when patrons appear to take credit for the actual manufacture of works of art. Given that the same craftsman was active in a number of different locations, 
Colmán, if he was responsible even in a supervisory role as chief master wright, would have spent considerable time away from Clonmacnoise. Further 
complicating the picture is the evidence about the professional status of craftsmen encountered in surviving legal tracts, see MacLean, Douglas, 1995, “The 
status of the sculptor on Old-Irish law and the evidence of the crosses,” Peritia, vol. 9, p. 125-155; Ní Ghrádaigh, Jenifer, 2007, “A legal perspective on the 
saer and workshop practice in pre-Norman Ireland,” in Moss, Rachel (ed.), Making and meaning in Insular art, Dublin, Four Courts Press, p. 110-125.

Style and design are so inter-related in the work of 
the “Muiredach Master,” that this familiar trope 
cannot be true, unless the “ecclesiastical advisor” 
accompanied the sculptor from place to place. It 
seems more likely that a single individual was in 
charge of the whole operation. But how did such an 
individual become so well versed in the subtleties 
of Christian iconography? Is it possible that this 
exceptional craftsman was also an ecclesiastic of 
some sort?56
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