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 The first chapter of the volume outlines the development of the veneration of relics in 

Christianity from the early martyrs up until the Carolingian period. Of particular interest is 

the discussion of the various practical and doctrinal controversies arising from the rapid 

growth of the cult, which eventually led to the active promotion of contact relics in the West 

as a substitute for the problematic practice of dividing and distributing the bodily remains of 

the saints. While this historical information serves as a necessary background for the 

emergence of the relic cult in Ireland, the final section subtitled “The Irish Context” (pp. 31–

36) seems oddly out of place here as it bears no obvious connection to the rest of the chapter. 

On a whole, the brief review of the arrival of Christianity to Ireland offered in this section 

would have been better placed at the beginning of the following chapter, as an introduction to 

the local cultural milieu in which the cult of relics took root in the wake of the Patrician 

mission.  

 The argument for the importance of corporeal relics in early Irish Christianity is 

brought to the fore in Chapter two, in which Wycherley primarily bases her analysis on 

hagiographical sources to demonstrate the conformity to Roman relic practices in the Irish 

Church. The inferences drawn from the limited source material especially with regard to the 

period prior to the seventh century are necessarily speculative, but the witness of early 

hagiographers including Muirchú, Tírechán, and Cogitosus nevertheless supports the author’s 

claim that the establishment of Christianity in Ireland was inextricably linked with the 

physical, and often corporeal, presence of the saints among the community as well as in the 

surrounding landscape. Yet despite the practice being more in line with the contemporary 

continental model in this regard than what has been previously acknowledged, there were 

also differences. One of these was the relative unimportance in Ireland of translatio, which 

elsewhere formed an essential part of the ritual complex surrounding the bodily relics of the 

saint. Wycherley addresses this issue in Chapter three, where Tírechán’s description of the 
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casual translation of Bruscus and Muirchú’s account of the reburial of Monesan are examined 

alongside other, more cursory textual references and archaeological evidence.  

 The last three chapters of the volume shift the attention from the relics as objects of 

devotion to their practical application in various ecclesiastical and secular contexts, including 

liturgy and church consecration (Chapter four), the promulgation of laws and fortification of 

oaths and treaties (Chapter five), and the creation of political and military alliances (Chapter 

six).  Again, Wycherley brings together a wide array of material to highlight the manner in 

which these methods of engaging with the surrounding society by means of saintly remains 

followed the broader developments on the Continent, thus challenging the perceived 

idiosyncrasy of the relic cults of the early Irish Church. At the same time, however, the 

analysis also succeeds in adding nuance to the understanding of the significance of these 

practices on a local level. As the author herself points out, the Church in the early medieval 

period was far from monolithic, and the diversity encountered in the early Irish sources also 

serves as an example of how the cult of relics adapted to surrounding circumstances in 

response to the changing needs of the community. 

Overall, there is much to appreciate in this volume, which is a welcome addition to 

the Studies in the Early Middle Ages series by Brepols. The book is a good resource to 

anyone interested in the topic as it comes with a useful appendix presenting the relevant 

Hiberno-Latin and vernacular terminology, a detailed index, and an extensive bibliography. It 

is hoped that scholars in Celtic Studies and further afield will build upon the important 

groundwork done by Wycherley, and thereby continue to contribute to our appreciation of the 

role of relics in early Irish society. 
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