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Lo as its

The journey to the grave
coce for ‘ and the feast of death-lying

Studies
Press,

Catherine Swift

Eondon.

= his most recent book, Marriage disputes: a fragmentary Old Irish law-

Old Irish citations, together with associated Middle Irish
mmentary, which culminates with a discussion of some of the
“=culdes that might arise after the loss of one’s spouse.

Irish canon law recognised that a married couple might be buried

= the same grave but also recognised the right to be buried with one’s
~zinal kin, especially after multiple marriages. Marriage disputes decreed
=2t a fine equivalent to a heifer should be paid, presumably to the
~latives of the deceased, if the proper procedures were disregarded. If
¢ illegal burial was inadvertent, no fine was due, but the body still
=24 to be removed. The dead person was brought to his burial place
»n 2 wooden bier which, according to Marriage disputes, was carried by
oeople of equivalent rank to his own. Restitution had to be paid if the
5ody was not in a proper state for burial; this included both a heavy
ane of up to three milch cows to the church involved and a payment
of the original bride-price by the surviving spouse who had impugned
his/her partner’s repurtation in such a way.

The most intriguing section in terms of proper behaviour towards
the dead begins by listing a variety of foodstuffs: seven loaves as well as
2 bushel of winnowed meal, and condiments such as onions or honey
to add flavour. This provides a preface to the discussion of the fled
chrélige, translated by Professor Kelly as ‘feast of death-lying’, which he
sees as a distinct ceremony, separate from the sechtbairgen involving the
seven loaves. Another tract, entitled Anfuigell, refers to the clothing of
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IDEATH AND THE IRISH

the deceased after three days, the cow of last payment after five days,
the seven loaves after a week and the fled chrélige after a month. Other
texts describe similar dues as cxpenses paid by members of clerical
communities to the church in which they were residing at the time of
death. One nice detail is the proviso that the fled chrélige will only be
held dia mbe linn—'if there be beer’. Full attendance at this feast was
calculated as being 30 persons, and it was seen as the equivalent of the
lan-biathad or the full supply of food-renders owed annually by a client
to his lord. The context provided by Marriage disputes suggests that these
were expenses which the surviving spouse was expected to bear in order
that due honour be paid to the deceased. Professor Kelly concludes that
‘the fled chrélige can be compared with the “month’s mind” of medieval
and modern Christianity, when a Requiem Mass is said for the deceased
and a meal held in his or her honour’.

A study by Frederick Paxton entitled Christianizing death allows us
to explore this comparison in more detail. His book examines early Irish
evidence concerning the sick, the dying and the dead, and places these
in the context of contemporary liturgical developments in other parts
of Europe. In the Late Antique Ordo Definctorum, those approaching
death were offered communion. Immediately after death, Psalm 113 or
114 was sung with antiphons and then the body was washed and placed
on a bier. Before it left the house the priest would say further prayers,
and the body would then be carried in procession to the church by
mourners singing psalms such as “The Lord is my shepherd’. There, a
period of communal prayer for the deceased’s soul would ensue,
including reading lessons from the Book of Job, before the body was
finally placed in its tomb.

Elements of these rituals concur with the situation in Ireland, but
Professor Paxton draws attention to incidents in Adomndn’s seventh-
century Life of Columba as well as later Céli Dé material which indicates
that at least some Irish communities scrupulously followed Leviticus 21:
1-12, in which the priests of Aaron’s caste were told to avoid all corpses
lest they render themselves unclean. If early Irish priests were not present
in the house of the deceased and the body was prepared for burial by the
family alone, this could help to explain the heavy fines envisaged for those
who arrived immlan or ‘not in their proper state” at the church.
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THE JOURNEY TO THE GRAVE AND THE FEAST OF DEATH-LYING

_& ocner northern Europeans of the seventh century and later,
B s 2o tollowed the teaching of Pope Gregory the Great in
s ng of the Mass as helping to end the interim suffering
W st w0 had to pass through an initial period of darkness before
W e seaven. The Vatican Gelasian sacramentary indicates that such
Wi we=c mminally offered on the seventh and thirtieth day after a
B wnc = the case of penitents, they were to be accompanied by
S oo the offering of alms by the family to the officiant or
S enging the Mass. The carliest examples of such Masses are
B = T seventh/early cighth-century Bobbio Missal.

T melos to confirm that the sechtbairgen involving seven loaves,
W Peoiesor Kelly speculated might symbolise the Eucharist and
W+ sk place on the seventh day, and the fled chrélige, celebrated at
% == o 2 month, both probably originated in Christian ceremonies
St waoes in the gradual purification of the soul of the deceased.
i however, the phrase ‘month’s mind’, which we use for
S cememonies today, may perhaps hark back (linguistically at any
s = == <ecular Norse tradition of minni, when a toast was proffered
% e Seccased by the heir before taking his father’s seat in the
Sesese=== hall. It may be that the Irish fled chrélige should be seen as
o wsecner example of how Christian teaching accommodated itself to
s traditional practices. Ultimately, it may originally have
sse=eec < 2 svmbol of the end of the initial period of mourning, with
S Gesianed to focus on happier memories of the departed. As
s s = = 2 true precursor of the Catholic ‘month’s mind’ today.

Baeeier reading

S0 = 2015 Marriage disputes: a fragmentary Old Irish law-text. Dublin
~==ure for Advanced Studies, Dublin.
S F S 1996 Christianizing death: the creation of a ritual process in early

ezl Enrope. Cornell University Press, Ithaca.

H il nnu\nmnuwmm%\-u-h-
A - i
i : i

M !
M
W

A




