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McCafferty / Brigid of Kildare  63

required judicious excision for a contemporary audience of the faithful. The 
Eucharist, and its scriptural basis, meaning, and performance, was at the 
fast-beating heart of the Reformation crisis. Brigid’s close sight of a chalice 
implied utraquism, that is, Eucharistic reception of both bread and wine, 
which was definitively a Protestant practice by the time Rochford appeared 
in print. So it was best avoided. Furthermore, the appearance — in any 
form — of a foul beast at Mass sailed too close to a sectarian invective in 
which Protestant writers claimed diabolical bestial appearances at what they 
called the “Babylonian” sacrifice of the Mass, and which Catholics such as 
Dubliner Henry Fitzsimon, S.J. riposted by alleging that “heretics” blas-
phemed by using black turnips, cheese, or even human sperm as Eucharistic 
elements.54 In the source text here, Vita Prima, an acolyte’s slaughter of a 
stolen goat triggers Brigid’s vision in the chalice. His subsequent confession 
to the bishop restores normality. A further seventeenth-century snag was 
that Catholics such as Fitzsimon made so much of the dignity and duty of 
altar service that even a sinful acolyte raised a dread specter of an actively 
sinful priest, which made for grave discomfort in a religious environment 
where pastoral quality was a central reform issue. Again it was best to let the 
whole scene drop. The preaching trance was removed, in part, because of 
the ripples caused by illuminism and false ecstasies among both women and 
men.55 Contemporary hagiographers preferred women saints to be influen-
tial advisors to bishops and priests but recoiled from any hint of female pub-
lic preaching.

The work of “tidying up” Brigid and, indeed, many other saints, 
really began in the aftermath of Luther’s break with Rome when both popu-
lar iconoclasm and theological reflection had sought to present their cults 
as fantastical accretions. Rochford benefited from this gradual recalibration 
of older dossiers and devotions. Henricius Canisius’s edition had already 
spared him embarrassment by excising Cogitosus’s account of a pregnant 
nun — something that the Protestant Dubliner James Ussher gleefully seized 
upon to trounce medieval hagiographers and contemporary Catholic editors 
all at once.56 In the original story, Brigid’s mere touch on the belly of a nun 
literally undoes her pregnancy. Another pregnancy story did survive given its 
edifying possibilities. Here a woman maliciously accuses Bishop Broon, dis-
ciple of St. Patrick, of fathering her child; her head is swollen to speechless-
ness by Brigid’s signing the cross on her mouth. The infant, whose tongue 
is blessed by the saint, reveals that Broon is not the father. This was at once 
a set-piece demonstration of the power of the sign of the cross as well as a 
defense of episcopal probity.57 While the signum crucis was a beloved trope 
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of Catholic missionaries, Bishop Broon himself gave Meredith Hanmer, a 
Welsh minister in the Church of Ireland (conflating both of the above sto-
ries) a chance to declare, with heavy irony, in his account that just one single 
miracle in Brigid’s legends was true — the miracle of her getting a guilty 
bishop off the hook by some deft in utero magic.58 On the whole, though, 
the Kildare abbess was a poor subject for controversy, and while Ussher 
and Hanmer did spar just a little, Rochford was careful to close off all idle 
speculation on the part of the faithful.59 He had already eliminated Cogi-
tosus’s preface that promoted the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of Kildare, and 
he explicitly (and this is the only time he does so) boiled down the extensive 
descriptive passages in the closing sections of the original.60 The seventh-
century text provides proud descriptions of a lavish double monastery (of 
both monks and nuns) with status as a place of refuge for the whole island 
and treasury of kings, in order to give rich texture to its claims for prima-
tial status. As Rochford excised these features, he downgraded Kildare still 
further by calling the church an oratory. In Rochford’s hands, the deluxe 
archiepiscopal double monastery of the seventh century was transformed 
into a sumptuously decorated but safe convent oratory. Kildare’s communal 
life a millennium earlier was bent into the shape of convent life in the sev-
enteenth century. The true church, in other words, as exemplified by this 
female patron of Ireland was shown to be unchanging, unperturbed, and 
devoid of disquieting novelty no matter how far back in the past the reader 
cared to look. Brigid, like so many early medieval saints, was subsumed into 
a Catholic discourse about triumphant continuity.

The depiction of Brigid in early modern print made the very same 
point. If it were not for the caption “S. Brigida Virgo Kildariensis Hiber-
niae Patrona” on the portrait in Messingham’s Florilegium (see fig. 1), the 
image of Brigid is so generic that she could be Angela Merici (founder of the 
Ursulines) or Jeanne Françoise de Chantal (founder of the Visitandines). A 
seventeenth-century print by Abraham van Diepenbeeck (see fig. 2) styles her 
as a Canoness Regular of St. Augustine, a common early modern device for 
dealing with figures from early medieval monasteries who belonged to no 
recognizable order.61

Rochford was resourceful and nimble in giving Brigid her Triden-
tine facelift, but he was not acting alone. For example, John Colgan, who 
assembled the most definitive dossiers of the early saints, offers in his Tri-
adis Thaumaturgae a selection of offices for Brigid’s feast day of February 
1, starting with those from a 1620 compilation by David Rothe, bishop of 
Ossory, then moving back through time. Earlier offices retain vestiges of the 
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McCafferty / Brigid of Kildare  65

Figure 1.
Portrait of St. Brigid. Thomas Messingham, Florilegium Insulae  
Sanctorum seu Vitae et Acta Sanctorum Hiberniae (Paris, 1624), 189.  
Courtesy of the University College Dublin – O.F.M. partnership.
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Donegal compiled in the 1630s, he notes “a very ancient old book of vellum 
in which is found the martyrology of Maelruain of Tamlacht . . . states that 
Brighit was following the manners and the life which holy Mary, mother 
of Jesus had.”67 But Mary herself, like Brigid, had been recharacterized 
over the centuries, as Rochford knew well when he closed his life of Brigid 
with a petition: “May God of his inifinit grace conduct us all to him, to his 
immaculate mother, and to the two glorious patrons of Ireland, S. Patricke 
and S. Brigit, be all honour, glory, and prayse, world without end.”68 Here, 
Brigid is neatly positioned alongside Patrick in conjunction with Mary as 
the Immaculata, placing her at the heart of an Irish Franciscan campaign to 
recognize Patrick as a universal saint and to establish the doctrinal status of 
the Immaculate Conception.

Nobody, as it happens, promoted the cult of Maria Immaculata 
more assiduously than Rochford’s sovereign, Philip IV. As the Blessed Vir-
gin’s immaculate conception embedded itself more firmly into Catholic doc-
trine, the representation of Brigid shifted from being an imitator Christi to 
an imitator Mariae with all the transformation this entailed. The lives of 
Brigid and other Irish saints becoming available in print was a literary equiv-
alent to the vast discoveries of bones of early Christian martyrs in Rome, 
which gave a solidity to a church in the process of an ebullient redefinition 
of itself. Rochford’s life of Brigid fulfilled the ambition of contemporary 
Catholic hagiographers who did not want the insula sanctorum to be left 
behind. Nine hundred or a thousand years separated the Vita Prima from 
Messingham, Rochford, and Porter, but by the mid-seventeenth century, 
Brigid of Kildare, securely enclosed and stabilized, was remade in a most 
useful pastoral and doctrinal image for a renewed and reforming Catholic 
Church.

•
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