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Historically-minded copyright scholars often cite the story of Saint Columcille and the “battle of the 
book” as the “first copyright litigation.” Apocryphally, Columcille secretly copied a psalter owned by 
Saint Finnian, and when Finnian found out, he demanded Columcille’s copy. They brought their dispute 
before King Diarmuid, who ruled for Finnian, holding, “To every cow its calf; to every book its copy.” 
Columcille objected to the ruling, led an army of his clansmen against Diarmuid, and reclaimed the 
book. 
 
While most copyright scholars realize that the story of the Battle of the Book has no basis in fact, none 
have investigated its actual meaning. This article argues that the story of Saint Columba and the Battle 
of the Book had nothing to do with copyright, and everything to do with medieval Irish politics. 
Specifically, it was a political allegory created by the O’Donnell clan in order to legitimize its claim to 
leadership of northern Ireland. 
 
The O’Donnell clan created the original version of the story in the 12th century, in order to legitimize 
its usurpation of the largely defunct Cenél Conaill dynasty, by tying themselves to Saint Columcille, the 
patron saint of Cenél Conaill. The O’Donnells possessed a relic of Columcille known as the Cathatch, 
which was a book-shrine containing a manuscript supposedly written by Columcille, which guaranteed 
success in battle. That connection to Columcille justified their leadership of the Cenél Conaill. Manus 
O’Donnell wrote a Life of Columcille in 1532, which included the story of the Battle of the Book, in 
order to further legitimate his claim to leadership, and also to analogize himself to Columcille. 
 
Ironically, while the story of the Battle of the Book had nothing to do with literary ownership, Manus 
O’Donnell’s telling of the story did. Unlike many medieval authors, O’Donnell explicitly claimed 
authorship of the Life of Columcille he created. In other words, the story itself was never about literary 
ownership or copyright, but the text in which it was created and memorialized might have been. 
 


