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A case for Coroticus not being a king of Alclüd1. 
 

 

Saint Patrick‟s Letter to the soldiers of Coroticus has long been claimed to pertain to Ceretic Guletic, an 

apparent king of the Strathclyde kingdom of Alclüd.
2
  In the letter, Saint Patrick chastises Coroticus and 

excommunicates his soldiers for killing new Christian converts or selling them as slaves.  This gives 

Strathclyde royalty an unfavourable image.  It will be argued here that this is unwarranted because the 

Coroticus of the letter may have simply been the leader of a Roman cavalry unit. 

 

The original Letter to the soldiers of Coroticus only survives in manuscripts dating from the 10
th
 to 12

th
 

centuries.
3
  There is nothing in the letter itself to specifically identify this Coroticus.  We are told of his 

tyranny (c. 6) and evil-mindedness (c. 12), but all we know from the letter is that Coroticus had soldiers 

(c.2) who acted at his bidding (c. 12) to slay and capture the newly baptised (c. 3) and to betray Christians 

into the hands of the Scots and Picts (c. 12).
4
 

 

It is only in the 7
th
 century

5
 Life of Saint Patrick by Muirchú maccu Machtheni that the identity of Coroticus 

is expanded upon.  Muirchú‟s Life of Saint Patrick is found in the circa 807 A.D. Book of Armagh (Liber 

Ardmachanus) held by Trinity College in Dublin.
6
  This source contains a list of contents of the several 

chapters.  The heading for the last chapter was reproduced by John Gwynn as:
7
 

 

 
 

John Gwynn‟s edition has some of the characters in italics because, as can be seen in Edward Gwynn‟s 

facsimile edition, the original contained abbreviation marks.
8
  The Royal Irish Academy currently gives no 

indication of the abbreviation marks in the original and capitalizes some letters.  They simply give “De 

conflict sancti Patricii aduersum Coirthech regem Aloo.”
9
  A translation of the relevant text is “St. 
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Patrick‟s conflict with Coroticus, king of Ail.”
10

  The capitalization of „aloo‟ is a significant modification 

by recent editors and translators as it accepts that it referring to a place. 

 

The list of contents in the Book of Armagh is not considered to be the work of Muirchú.  It is thought to be 

the work of a later writer making its value limited to what was believed at an unknown date by an unknown 

author.
11

  For all we know, the heading for the last chapter may have been based on a gloss or annotation 

then existing on a manuscript which was recorded as “coirthech regem aloo.” 

 

The last chapter is missing from the Book of Armagh, but one is given in a 12
th
 century copy found in the 

Royal Library at Brussels.
12

  The reference in the last chapter (c. 29) is given by John Gwynn as “cuiusdam 

regis Brita
n
nici nomine corictic infausti crudelisque tẏrranni”

13
 which is translated in English as “a certain 

British king called Coroticus, an ill-starred and cruel tyrant.”
14

  However, as E. A. Thompson points out, 

the value of this as an authority is diminished by the claim in the same chapter that Coroticus ended his 

human life by turning into a fox.
15

 

 

The chapter is clearly a creative story of what became of the Coroticus in Saint Patrick‟s letter.  The 

significant part of the chapter is the phrase “cuiusdam regis Brita
n
nici nomine corictic” – the rest being 

created or inferred from Saint Patrick‟s letter.  The name in the chapter, corictic, differs in form from the 

name in the list of contents – coirthech.  However, Thomas M. Charles-Edwards notes “the form Coirthech 

only shows, as against Muirchú‟s Corictic, that the name descended in spoken Irish from the fifth to eighth 

century.”
16

  Charles-Edwards further added that Coirthech is an Old Irish form of the name Coroticus; 

having developed regularly according to the sound-changes of spoken Irish.
17

  His nationality being British 

is a new point, but not surprising.  If recent scholars like Charles-Edwards feel on safe ground in holding 

that Coroticus was British
18

, then there is no reason to doubt that the writer of c. 29 felt the same way.  So 

in essence, we are left with a title that could have been based on a gloss or annotation then existing on a 

manuscript; namely „regem aloo‟. 

 

Now a key point to consider is that the Book of Armagh is an example of the style of handwriting known as 

the pointed insular minuscule.  In the Book of Armagh, the form for the letter „a‟ was typically closed at the 

top as follows:
19
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For someone looking at earlier documents relating to Saint Patrick, they were probably looking at the 

insular half-uncial (also known was the insular majuscule) style of handwriting.  In this style, the letter „a‟ 

has an „oc‟ form.  The following is an example found in the 6-7
th
 century Cathach of St. Columba.

20
 

 

 
 

In some cases, the „oc‟ form is not pronounced as illustrated by the following example of the letters „al‟ 

from the same source. 
 

 
 

However, in many cases, when the letter „a‟ precedes other letters it can look like „oo.‟ The following is an 

example from the same source. 
 

 
 

We can find further examples in other sources.  The following are the Latin words „adea quae‟ and 

„sacerdotum ait‟ found in the 8
th
 century Lichfield Gospels.

21
 

 

 
 

22
 

 

In the first example, „quae‟ looks more like „quooe‟; especially when one considers the clear „oc‟ form at 

the end of „adea‟.  One can also see from the word „ait‟ in the second example that a faded „ai‟ could also 

be misread as „oo.‟  All in all, it is quite possible that a gloss „regem ala‟ or „regem ala i‟ written in an 

insular half-uncial script could have easily been misread by Muirchú or a predecessor as „regem aloo.‟ 

 

The word ala is very significant here.  It is well known that the Roman army contained cavalry units called 

„ala‟ and that there were a number of them stationed in Britain during their occupation.  It is well within 

reason to suggest that one of them was led by a person named Coroticus.  After all, there is no doubt that 

Saint Patrick‟s Coroticus was a commander of soldiers. 
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What remains is the question whether a leader of a cavalry unit could have been called regem.  Recent 

archaeological evidence has shown this to be the case.  A tablet found excavated from the Roman fort of 

Vindolanda, Chesterholm (Tab. Vindol. III, 628) gives us an example wherein a decurion of a Roman 

cohort refers to his prefect as king.  It begins “Masclus     Ceriali regi suo” which is translated “Masclus 

to Cerialis his king.”
23

  It has been shown by David Cuff that this Cerialis was not a king, but that this was 

a case of flattery to a fellow Batavian with noble heritage.
24

 

 

In conclusion, it is my position that the phrase „regem aloo” may simply have been a misreading of an 

insular half-uncial gloss „regem ala‟ (or even „regem ala i‟) found on an early manuscript used by Muirchú 

- or another writer associated with his work.  It is conceded that the above does not prove the identity of 

Coroticus, but it further exposes the weakness of Coroticus being identified as a king of the Strathclyde 

kingdom of Alclüd.  A multi-disciplinary academic examination of this line of thought is certainly 

welcomed. 
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