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Each manuscript tells its own tale of the social,
historical, and intellectual contexts of its pro-
duction, as well as contributing to the larger
record of the milieux in which it is situated, and
the textual material which it preserves. To recov-
er fully the testimony of a newly-discovered
manuscript is an exciting but exacting task,
which extends well beyond the confines of a
journal article. Thus, what follows might be
termed ‘upon first looking into the Hennessy
manuscript’, a scrutiny which follows only one
of many potential directions.1

In late 2007 the Departments of Irish in
UCC were first made aware by Mrs Clare
 Keating that a manuscript had been found
among the possessions of her late aunt, a resi-
dent of McCurtain’s Villas, quite near the
UCC campus. Subsequently, Mrs Keating very
generously bequeathed the manuscript to the
College, where it is now designated ‘The Hen-
nessy manuscript’ to commemorate the family
name of her aunt, its most recent owner. The
manuscript shelf-mark is LSS 194.2

The manuscript admirably complements
the existing collection of Cork manuscripts
held by UCC. Its scribe, Uilliam Ó Duinnín,
was associated with the Ó Longáin circle.3 He
wrote the present work ‘a bparóiste Chnoic an
Bhile’ (Knockavilla) between April and the
end of July, 1828.4 His title-page states that the
book was designed ‘cum úsáide Anna Ní
Chrimín a mbothar an Droithchead a Ccor-
cadh’, and the name ‘Hannah Cremin’ is
embossed in gold on the front of the brown
leather book-cover. This patron for whom the

manuscript was written is probably the Miss
Hannah Cremin who was resident at 12 Ban-
don Road in the year 1845.5 (Bóthar an Droic-
head may reflect the fact that the route was
called Bridge Street at least at the beginning of
the eighteenth century, from its association
with South Gate Bridge).6 No  occupation is
listed for Hannah Cremin, but my attention
has been drawn to the fact that ‘Cremens (sic)
Ann & Elizabeth’ at 11 Bandon Road were des-
ignated as ‘butter merchants’ in the year 1824.7

Thus, Miss Cremin may well have been a lady
of means, and she stands as a rare example of a
female scribal patron at this period.

The manuscript content is entirely religious.
The opening text (pp. 1-46.6), entitled De
Statu et modo vivendo Virginis Mariae post
Ascentionem filii ejus, narrates the Life of the
Virgin Mary after Christ’s ascension. This is fol-
lowed by a Life of St Brigit (pp. 49-95), and a
Life of St Margaret (pp. 99-129). The closing
text (pp. 131-140), entitled Sgéal air mhiorb-
huilleadha Mhuire sonn, recounts one of the
‘miracles of the Virgin Mary’ which circulated
from the Middle Ages.

Many interesting issues arise which merit
further discussion. While all of the foregoing
texts are attested in eighteenth and nineteenth-
century manuscripts, I know of no other
 example of their association together in a
 gender-linked collection. It would be interest-
ing to know whether the choice of text was
made by the scribe on the basis of appropriate-
ness for a female reader, or whether the
 decision was made by Hannah Cremin herself.
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The example of female literacy in Irish in an
early nineteenth-century urban setting is also
worthy of note, especially as gender has yet to
be fully factored into scholarly scrutiny of Irish-
language literacy.8

Manuscript commissioning in an age of print
represents another prospective line of enquiry.
Apart from what was produced elsewhere, at
least two hundred and fifty religious books came
from the presses in Cork between 1755 and
1830.9 Such publications, mainly in English but
occasionally in Irish, share a bias toward
 sermons and catechetical material.10 This prob-
ably reflects the religious controversies and
 proselytising activities of the era.11 Existing
printed religious matter thus largely served prac-
tical purposes, and there is very little that might
be classed as narrative. Yet texts such as Biblical
apocrypha or hagiography provided models to
admire or imitate, as well as satisfying a peren-
nial human desire for stories. In a religious con-
text, therefore, Irish manuscript materials of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries may be
regarded as catering for needs unmet by accessi-
ble print, needs of private reflection rather than
of societal engagement. Manuscript content at
this time appears more literary than polemic,
and has the air of belonging to the longue durée
rather than to the immediate.

Certainly, in our present Hennessy manu-
script we discover texts that already have a sub-
stantial transmission history. The opening work
on the Virgin Mary is an abbreviated transla-
tion of portion of the Vita Beatae Virginis
 Mariae Rhythmica, a Life of the Virgin in Latin
verse, drawing largely on apocryphal sources.
Composed by a thirteenth-century German
writer, it was probably translated into Irish in
the fifteenth century, and the earliest copy of
the section contained in the Hennessy manu-
script comes from the second half of that cen-
tury.12 The second Marian item, at the end of
our manuscript, belongs to a genre of legendary
materials often propagated in sermons, and cir-
culated both collectively and singly. The Latin

texts on which the vernacular versions depend
seem to have been in Ireland by the fifteenth
century, and may well have been rendered into
Irish at that period. The Hennessy manuscript
item survives in copies from the seventeenth
century onward.13

As regards the manuscript’s hagiographical
texts, the Life of Margaret was translated from
Latin to Irish by Philip O’Daly, a Premon-
stratensian canon, and survives in manuscript
from the late fifteenth century onward. Indeed,
it appears to be the most frequently copied of
Lives of non-Irish saints, with close to one hun-
dred copies extant from the period between the
fifteenth and nineteenth centuries.14 The origi-
nal Irish version of the Life of Margaret inter-
sperses verse speeches throughout the prose, but
the Hennessy manuscript text belongs to a short-
er recension, which omits the verse altogether.

Finally, the Life of Brigit may well be con-
sidered as an almost inevitable component of
an Irish collection of exemplary female Lives.
In the Hennessy manuscript, Brigit’s Life is
prominently placed, directly following the
opening Life of Mary. Clearly, Ireland’s female
patron was the object of particular honour. But
how was she represented? The potential choice
of existing Brigidine hagiography was consider-
able, both in Latin and in the vernacular.15 Yet
the version of Brigit’s Life included in our man-
uscript is the little-known and unpublished text
characterized by Plummer as the ‘Third Irish
Life’16 which postdates the ninth-century Bethu
Brigte and the Middle-Irish homily. Manuscript
copies seem to be no earlier than the eigh-
teenth century. Therefore, does this text repre-
sent discontinuity as the other texts of the
manuscript represent continuity with medieval
source-material? Does the representation of
Brigit’s Life reflect more dynamic engagement
with native Irish sainthood? 

The Hennessy manuscript copy, in common
with other copies of the third recension of
 Brigit’s vernacular Life, states that it was assem-
bled and abridged from the works of  Cogitosus
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 Collections in the Boole Library for their constant
help and co-operation. 

3 For information on Ó Duinnín, see B. Ó
Conchúir, Scríobhaithe Chorcaí 1700-1850 (Baile
Átha Cliath, 1982) 64, 80-1, 96-8, 120, 130, 135-6,
141-2; M. Ní Úrdail, The Scribe in Eighteenth and
Nineteenth-Century Ireland: Motivations and Milieu
(Münster, 2000) 74, 82, 103-4.

4 Ó Duinnín elsewhere specifies his place of resi-
dence as ‘Cnoc na bPréachán’ (tl. Knockaphreag -
hane, p. Knockavilly, b. East Muskerry: cf. Ó
Conchúir, Scríobhaithe Chorcaí, 64). For the Hen-
nessy manuscript the date 14 April occurs at the end of
Beatha Mhuire (p. 46). The Life of Brigit was com-
pleted 2 May, the Life of Margaret on 24 July, and the
final text on 31 July 1828.

5 Aldwell’s General Post Office Directory of Cork
for the year 1845 (http://www.corkarchives.ie/ collect-
 ions/online/index.shtml). I wish to thank Séan Ó
Duinnshléibhe and Pádraig de Brún for directing
me to this information.

6 R.T. Cooke, My Home by the Lee (Cork, 2000)
16. I am very grateful to Séan Ó Laoi for providing
me with this material.

7 Pigot’s Directory, 1824, the reference kindly sup-
plied by Pádraig de Brún, who also notes that the
Griffith Valuation has an Ellen Cremin, evidently
lessor of lodging houses, Bandon Road.

8 On the linguistic situation, see M. Nic Craith,
An Ghaeilge i gCorcaigh sa Naoú hAois Déag
 (Bremen, 1993), and for literacy in particular, see M.
Daly and D. Dickson (ed.), The Origins of Popular
Literacy in Ireland: Language Change and Educa-
tional Development 1700-1929 (Dublin, 1990). For
an extensive overview of the literary milieu, see C.G.
Buttimer, ‘Gaelic Literature and Contemporary Life
in Cork, 1700-1840’, in P. O’Flanagan and C.G.
Buttimer (ed.), Cork History and Society (Dublin,
1993) 585-654.

9 H. Fenning OP, ‘Prayer-books and Pamphlets:
1700-1829’, Seanchas Ard Mhacha 16 (1994-5) 93-99,
at 97; idem, ‘Cork Imprints of Catholic Interest 1723-
84’, JCHAS 100 (1995) 129-48.

10 On Irish material in particular, see M. McKen-
na, ‘A Textual History of The Spiritual Rose’, Clogher
Record 14 (1991-3) 52-73.

11 See P. de Brún, ‘The Irish Society’s Bible
 Teachers, 1818-27’, Éigse 19 (1983) 281-332.

12 P. O’Dwyer, Mary: A History of Devotion in Ire-
land (Dublin, 1988) 130-40.

13 Ibid., 164-74 (esp. pp. 170-1).

14 D. Ó Laoghaire S.J., ‘Beathaí Naomh Iasachta i
nDeireadh na Meán-Aoise’, Léachtaí Cholm Cille
XV: Ár Naomhsheanchas (1985) 79-97 (esp. pp. 80-4).

15 For guides to the main texts, see R. Sharpe,
Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives (Oxford, 1991) 391; Ó. de
Buitléir, ‘Bunús agus Forbairt Beatha Mheán-
Ghaeilge Bhríde’, Léachtaí Cholm Cille XV: Ár
Naomhsheanchas (1985) 98-114.

16 C. Plummer, ‘A Tentative Catalogue of Irish
Hagiography’, Section 13, in idem (ed.), Miscellanea
Hagiographica Hibernica (Brussels, 1925).

17 ‘Air na tionéol 7 air na tiomsúghadh go haithg-
hearr’ (p. 49).

18 For the text of Cogitosus, see J. Colgan (ed.),
Triadis Thaumaturgae seu Divorum Patricii, Colum-
bae, et Brigidae (Louvain, 1645) 518-24.

19 For published text, see C. Horstman (ed.), Nova
Legenda Anglie: As Collected by John of Tynemouth,
John Capgrave and Others, 2 vols (Oxford 1901) i,
153-9.

20 See Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives, 209-10.

21 This is the version edited by Horstman (n. 19
above).

22 For discussion, see Sharpe, Medieval Irish
Saints’ Lives, 39-52; S. Ryan, ‘Steadfast Saints or
 Malleable Models? Seventeenth-Century Irish
Hagiography Revisited’, The Catholic Historical
Review 91.2 (2005) 251-77.

23 P. Mac Cana, Collège des Irlandais Paris and
Irish Studies (Dublin, 2001) 54-68; T. O’Connor,
‘Thomas Messingham (c.1575-1638?) and the
 Seventeenth-Century Church’, Ríocht na Mídhe 11
(2000) 88-105.

24 T. O’Connor, ‘Towards the Invention of the
Irish Catholic Natio: Thomas Messingham’s Flori-
legium (1624)’, Irish Theological Quarterly 64 (1999)
157-77.

25 See Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives, 46.
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26 The reference is in Topographia Hiberniae, II, 18;
see J.S. Brewer et al. (ed.), Geraldi Cambrensis Opera,
7 vols (London, 1861-91) vol. 5 (ed. J.F. Dimock).

27 Examples include d’aon phic amhain (English
‘peck’ [of malt]); pionna nó biorán (English ‘pynne’
pin); bíom (English ‘beam’)

28 I have used the version of the text available on-
line (http://O-eebo.chadwyck.com). The opening of
the Life of Brigit is on p. 107.

29 B. Jennings, Michael O Cleirigh, Chief of the
Four Masters, and his Associates (Dublin, 1936) 37-8.
This volume has been reprinted with revisions in N.
Ó Muraíle (ed.), Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, His Associates
and St Anthony’s College, Louvain (Dublin, 2008).

30 Independently, O’Connor suggests that Robert
Rochford may have been part of Messingham’s circle
of contacts (‘Towards the Invention’, 163 n. 46).

31 On the interaction between Irish collectors of
hagiography, see Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives
41-57.

32 See B. Cunningham and R. Gillespie, ‘“The
Most Adaptable of Saints”: The Cult of St Patrick in
the Seventeenth Century’, Archivium Hibernicum 49
(1995) 52-104, at 97.

33 D. Comyn and P.S. Dinneen (ed.), Foras Feasa
ar Éirinn: The History of Ireland by Geoffrey Keating
D.D., Irish Texts Society, 4 vols (London, 1902-14) i,
78: ‘mar is follus as an mbrollach atá ag an leabhar i
n-ar’ scríobhadh beatha Phádraic, Choluimcille, agus
Bhríghde i mBeurla’ (66-8).

34 On the translation of the copy of Jocelin’s Life
of Patrick, see Cunningham and Gillespie, ‘“The
Most Adaptable of Saints”’, 97 and n. 73.

35 See P. de Brún, Catalogue of Irish Manuscripts
in King’s Inns Library Dublin (Dublin, 1972) 53-9; P.
Ó Riain, Beatha Bharra: St Finbarr of Cork. The Com-
plete Life, Irish Texts Society (London 1994) 192-5.

36 The preface extends to p. xix.

37 See also the remarks of Ryan, ‘Steadfast Saints’,
271-2.
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