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Ever}‘l culture of which we have knowledge
has pondered the mystery. of what awaits
us after death: such pondering is probably

European ideas on the subject have their
roots in post-exilic Judaism, but this tra-
dition was, in the centuries before Dante’s
Divine Comedy, largely shaped by vision
narratives of specifically Irish background.

ences (IRCHSS), membets of the. Depart-

whose name - De Finibus, or “Concerning
the Last Things” - reflects its focus on me-
- dieval Irish accounts of the st ]udgment
; and the atierhie
Arguably{he oldes westem‘?uropean rision
text, and also eneo thes ‘"i)i:.t mﬁueﬁt:al is
the sze of Saint Fi
o B

etails from ff??sfff’“?“kf{ udgment mosaicin.. mghtmarmh vividness of p

- ~ narrative, in part;oular, its evocation of

itan uncanny ver;smnl;tude Nevertheless,

an essential part of what it is to be human.

Thanks to a grant from the Trish Research

Council forthe Humanities and Social Sci- -
“its way ‘back to Ireland? Direct evidence is
_ ment of Edrly and Medieval Irish will be - :
devoting the next three years to a project

5p1r1tua1 nature of the flames of helly lends -:_.:

the Life of Saint Fursa’s literary roots ate
ot difficult to reconge,hke almostevery
. medleval Chfl‘stl":ﬂ V]smndry, Fur%a (or h{s -

biographer) owes a debt to the wlde]y dis-
seminated Apomlypse of Paul: inspired by
Saint Paul’s own allusmn to a mysterious visit
to the “third heaven and probably written
in Egypt in the second or third century.

Péronne, the French monastery where

"Fursa’s remains were buried, was one of

the centres 4deriSh influence on the Con-
tinent; itis very likely there that the Life of
Saint F.ursa was written. Did the story find

scant, and relatively late, but there are more

‘ablique indications that Fursa’s visions were

indeed known in Ireland early in the Middle
Irish period. A single manuscript preserves,
an incomplete copy of an account, dated
to the tenth century, of the experiences of
a monk named Laisrén. Tantalizingly, the
text breaks off when Laisrén has only just
reached the threshold of hell; but details in

“an earher section make it clear that the Life
>r,:rf Smm Fursa was the author’s principal

himself, however, seems to have
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The shape said to him: “Come to me!”.
The body of the cleric trembled all over
at that voice, from the crown of his .»"
head to the sole of his foot. And he saw
his soul suddenly above the crown of
his head, and he did not know by what
way it had gone out of the body.

suddenly above the crown of his head, and

he did not know by what way it had gone
out of the body.

The only edition and translation of the
Vision of Laisrén was published a century
ago, and it has barely been studied since
then. One of the outcomes of the project will
be a new edition, and a thorough analysis, of
this brief but crucially important text.

Much more elaborate is the work known
as the Vision of Adomndn: although its no-
tional protagonist was a celebrated abbot
of lona who died in 704, the date of com-
position was probably some three centu-
ries later. Like the author of the Life of Saint
Fursa, the writer took the basic structure of
the Apocalypse of Paul as his starting point;
but he embellished his materials with an
extravagant imaginative sensibility which
was all his own. His description of heaven
is characterized by intense curiosity con-
cerning the inexpressible experience of con-

templating God directly; while his account -

of the regions of the lost does not suffer by
c,omparlson with many of the most grue-
some passageﬁ in thc Infemo

to theit girdles. They wear.short icy cowls,
They niever rest nor pause, butthe girdles are

_ burningthem with both cold and heat, Hosts

 of demons are all around them with fiery
 lumps in their hands, beating Ehur{heads,'
- and perpctuafiy accusmg them. I?iefcgces of

~ allofthose wretches are turned to the north,
- andtherei: is, a_harsh bitter winid nght "g&;mt
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their foreheads along with every other evil.

There are red fiery showers falling on them
every night and every day, and they can
never avoid them but endure them forever
with wailing and lamentation. .+ i

The Vision of Adomndn survives in five =
manuscripts, and a fragment of its conclu-
sion has been preserved in several more.
Some of these copies have been published
individually, but the witnesses have never
been brought together in their entirety,
much less critically edited. A centralaim of
the project will be the production of such a
critical edition, as part of the Corpus Chris-
tianorum, Series Apocryphorum.

The Last Judgmentalso preoceupied the me-
dieval mind, and in this respect the Irish
were far from being an exception. Another

of the goals of De Finibus will be to elucidate -

" the interrelationships of the several Irish

i mmgre, then, great hosts there standing -

“always 1;?@3-{.,&1626&@11%11’5}165 which reach

o

memwneci 1,)4 manuqcnpts of the ongmal '

texts which list the signs of the approaching

“end. Work isalready underway on an edition
of the Ten Poems of the Resurrection, an-es-—

. chatolng1ca] composition appendcd to the
great Biblical sequence known as the Psm’ter

of the Verses. #

B.jfi the _n{id:(‘i]}é/‘of- the twelfth céntuf'y-a

network of Irish monasteries, adheren'ts'
“of the Bg,neﬁutme reform which was one"‘

~—and, mdeed «

* Latin survive, andit‘;#‘lsf’ranslate& intomost

of the languages ofFuere In conspicuous

contrast to the austere Laisrén, the hero of .

- the Vision of Thugdal Iﬁses consciousness in
the middle of a sumptuou«; dinner in Cork :
(already, it seems, the cuhnary capital of
Ireland). In the nether rggmns Tnugdal en-

counters, amoﬂgothels charactersfromthe

Ulster cycle of heroic tales; whilein paradise
he meets various rf,tently deceased Munstet
dynasts, glvmg the talea contemporary po-
litical relevance whxch foreshadows aspects
of the Divine C omedy The project will probe
what the Vision has to tell us about the links
between twelfth century chensburg *m({
Munster, as well as explorl ng the fascmdtmg .
echoes which resonate between thistextand
- another M{ddle Irish narratlve setin Cork: .
~ that comic 1nabterpu.cc the Dream ofMar, 7
“Con Glmne r - : ;

The above gweq only a very mcomplete.( -

picture of the range of medieval Irish 5

apmaly‘pt}c and eschatological literature
the goals of the De Finibus
Project. It is a ric j"‘ﬁeld ‘which there is
much still to be done: in Supporting such
study, the TRCHSS will be furthering our
understandmg of on'_ f the pr;napal areas
_ inwhich Ireland trdnsformed the huropean o
Jmagmation - . . - -

of the driving cultural forces of the ¢ "ge, o -

“spanned the German- 5peakmg countries
:Thelr mother-house was in Regensburgand
one Marcus, a Regensburg monk, penned a2

 vision text whose popularity far oufbtnpped .

that ofany of the worls whlch 1 have 50 far
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