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Living with the Word of God


If Rachel Leigh was banished from the 21st century and forced to seek her livelihood elsewhere, there is little doubt as to where she would eventually settle. Her love of art, mystic bent, and tolerance for overcast weather would lead her to Iona, and there she would dwell from 776-879.

Our revisionist history, then, would state that Rachel grew up in and around the abbey. She watched at the older ones at work on the holy manuscripts and followed with interest the growth of the library. She hid among the greenery and stonework and practiced sinuous interlace drawings in the sand on the Channel coast (“Interlace”).

By the age of seventeen, she became sufficiently skilled with a pen to join the artists of her little community in a new project. They whispered that it was of a scale that had never before been attempted, a very great rendering of the Gospels. Rachel was given assignments, and soon found that the inspired words and designs of her folios filled her thoughts night and day. She relished each day of silent fellowship with the other scribes in the Abbey’s best-lit chapel (Lincecum).

Viking raids in the years immediately following caused the manuscript to leave Iona unfinished and arrive at Kells Abbey for safe-keeping. All Iona mourned the double theft; many community members were lost and there was no assurance that the illuminated Gospels would ever be completed (Grun, 88).

Rachel was one of the few who never moved away from the island, despite the further raids in 806. She did, however, travel. She went to the mainland to communicate with other monastic groups, and saw King Offa’s great dyke. With close friends, she spent a sabbatical year in Iceland (Grun 85, 87). Rachel continued writing and illuminating, putting her now-expert hand to hundreds of folios. She loved music, but dismissed the emergence of newfangled polyphony in the 850s (97).

Would Rachel have been more fulfilled living in the Renaissance, instead of the Dark Ages? She would have been the first to tell us that such a title was only pretension birthed out of Renaissance humanism. The Dark Ages, for Rachel, were full of light. She ate, slept, and breathed it in the precious words she wrote many times over. She and her Celtic brothers and sisters adopted a pagan style and made it holy, while artists in the Renaissance were asked to secularize that which was sacred (“Insular”). No, Rachel was not a Renaissance women, but one of simple and deep devotion.
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