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Celtic Culture, History and Spirituality in the Music of

Volume One: Origins and First Flight

by Kevin C. Neece

“…the Word shall last and the Wild Goose shall fly…”

from the song, “Here I Stand”

on the album, Iona

The image of a wild goose may seem a strange one to find in the album liners, merchandise and lyrics of a rock band, but it is this symbol that the UK-based band Iona has held as its primary emblem for more than 15 years. As the band’s co-founder, Dave Bainbridge explains, “The wild goose is an old Celtic symbol for the Holy Spirit. It’s just another symbol, as opposed to the dove that we have today.
” 

As an explanation of an odd band logo, this statement seems, at least to the American mind, not much help at all. In fact, it seems quite odder still. What on Earth has a big, brown, honking goose to do with the Holy Spirit? Why not the gentle, white, graceful dove, with its cooing cry that is so soft and comforting? Author Deborah K. Cronin gives us an account that may shed some light on this piece of symbology. She writes,

Such a goose surprised me one morning last autumn when I was sitting on the deck of my summer home reading a book of Celtic Christian prayers. It suddenly flew overhead, honked noisily, and startled me out of my meditative thoughts. It seemed to say, “Close that book and look around you at the glory of autumn which God has created.” I closed my book, opened my eyes to the October morning, and celebrated the presence of the Holy Spirit.


It is perhaps its very nature as a free flying, disruptive presence, which may at any moment break into the rhythm of an average day and refuse to be ignored, that reminded ancient Celts of the Spirit’s constant presence and unavoidable potency. In a land where the wild goose is common, its strange beauty – in spite of its seemingly a wkward form – is a familiar and unique emblem from everyday life. The bird echoes the Spirit’s unrestrained, yet graceful movements and ability to be at once so odd and out of place in the human experience, yet so beautiful to behold when seen in flight.


It is this wild, barely contained, sweeping flight of the Spirit that moves through all of Iona’s music. Richly rooted in traditional Celtic sounds, the band fuses ancient instruments with ambient jazz, neo-Celtic sounds on the order of Clannad and progressive rock in the vein of Yes, an oft-cited musical influence on the group’s members. From stillness and quiet to grand-scale drama, from Earth-shaking rock to intimate acoustic beauty, Iona weaves a tapestry of complex percussion, luminous vocals and dazzling instrumental arrangements that can hardly be narrowly described as “songs.” Iona is a musical force like few, perhaps none other.


But where does all this passion and beauty come from? What is the genesis of this unique musical creation? It all started with a man who could be called the band’s father. Renowned jazz saxophonist and flutist David Fitzgerald conceived of Iona in 1988 as a musical project that emerged from his own spiritual journey into the roots of European Christianity, which lie in part in Scotland’s distant past. His studies and travels took him to a group of islands off the west coast of Scotland known as the Outer Hebrides. 


While on the island of Lindisfarne, also called Holy Island, Fitzgerald was deeply moved by the history and spirituality of the place. He wrote of the experience is his journal. 

I sense an incredible feeling of unity with the previous inhabitants. I am challenged by the lives of these early saints and our 1980's materialistic interpretation of Christianity. We certainly seem to have lost a lot of inner peace and serenity that this place echoes. I feel personally too locked into the cares of this earthly life; a life that centres itself on money, work, career, status and other material things - almost a slave to them.


Profoundly affected, Fitzgerald endeavored to find the source of Lindisfarne’s spiritual heritage. He found it not very far away, on another, smaller Hebridean island called Iona. There, he learned of a man named Columba (also called Columcille, which means “Dove of the Church”) who was of noble birth and had been raised in a monastery in Ireland. Having been at the center of a major disagreement in his home country over some ancient documents he had wanted to copy, Columba felt personally responsible for the approximately 3,000 deaths resulting from the ensuing conflict. In 563 AD, his desire to somehow make amends for this tragedy led him to Iona.


“He felt burdened,” Fitzgerald explains, “to come and visit his ancestors in Scotland, where people had settled from Ireland. And his objective was to come to Scotland and to win as many souls for Christ as those that were killed through the war that he thought he had created in Ireland.
” Columba founded his monastery on Iona and over the next hundred years, the Columban church became a vital influence on the spread of Christianity. It was a later Columban monk named Aidan who took the gospel from Iona to Northumbria, founding the monastery on Lindisfarne. After Aidan’s death, one of his monks named Cuthbert swore to carry on Aidan’s work and became Prior of the Holy Island. 


Evidence of the moving of the Spirit of God upon the heart of Columba is still present in the abbey that stands on the original site of the monastery on Iona. This tiny island holds the remnants of a movement that became one of the most important steps in the evangelization of Europe and made the island of Iona a center for early Celtic Christianity. Though David Fitzgerald is no longer with the band, having left to pursue a solo career in 1993, his vision and inspiration are carried on by co-founder Dave Bainbridge, vocalist Joanne Hogg, drummer Frank van Essen, woodwind specialist Troy Donockley and bassist Phil Barker. 


The band’s deep, complex theme carries through five studio albums (very soon to be six), two live albums, a retrospective boxed set and numerous solo projects and collaborations between members past and present. Each of Iona’s albums is grounded in a theme, usually based on a particular bit of Celtic Christian history, and is intricately interwoven with prayerful reflections both ancient and contemporary. 


Iona’s self-titled debut album was released in June of 1990, only two years after “the two Daves” first discussed the idea of the group and began writing material and one year to the month after the band’s first show as essentially an instrumental duo. The group was at this point comprised officially of David Fitzgerald, Dave Bainbridge and Joanne Hogg. While extra percussion on the album was handled by Tim Hines, the band would soon find a consistent lead drummer in Frank van Essen. Filling that role on this album, though, was Terl Bryant, who played all the main drum parts on the album and in the near future would actually replace van Essen for several years as Iona’s full-time drummer. Another guest was Tim Harries on bass, who would take over the job again on Iona’s fourth album after the exit of Nick Beggs, who was at the time of this recording soon to join the band. Lastly, Troy Donockley is also listed as a guest playing Uillean pipes, a close, but sweeter-sounding relative of the bagpipes. He would continue to be a guest on the next two albums, finally becoming an official member by the band’s fourth release, Journey Into the Morn. He is still in the current lineup and his signature skills are, as always, an essential ingredient of Iona’s sonic structure. Though its instrumentation is spare compared to later efforts, especially in contrast with the band’s richly complex sophomore effort, The Book of Kells, the essence of what would become the Iona sound and even something of a general album structure were already in place on Iona.


The opening track, “Turning Tide,” establishes the band’s atmospheric and ambient foundations, the ocean waves upon which the great ship of their music steers its course. Following this brief landscape is “Flight of the Wild Goose,” an up-tempo instrumental that highlights Fitzgerald’s strong jazz influence on the band’s early sound. This piece establishes the fluid freedom of Iona’s music, only gently reigned in by its rhythm section and recurring melodic themes. It also features a melody doubled on Fitzgerald’s sax and Bainbridge’s guitar, a motif that continues in later years with what fans have called the “psychic duo” of Bainbridge on electric guitar and Troy Donockley on Uillean pipes.  “Flight,” along with the logo on the album’s cover and inside jacket (reproduced on the cover of this paper) establish the wild goose theme that will continue to under-gird the band’s musical direction.


Two tracks and 7 and a half minutes into the album, we finally get to hear the soaring, passionate vocals of Joanne Hogg on “The Island.” Such will be similarly the case on nearly every subsequent Iona project. Also adept at both keys and guitar, Hogg’s vocal segments are often outnumbered by instrumental sections, though they are never upstaged. 


With verses containing the first of many landscapes described in the band’s music, the verses speak of moving “into a land that cannot hide/From the power of the Holy Trinity” and the power of the Word breaking through the veil of darkness. The chorus repeats, “Break the chains on this land/Free the spirit of man.” The song clearly references Columba’s call to break the spiritual chains holding the Scottish and British isles, for while we today can hardly think of Europe without including its Christian history, this was not the case in Columba’s day. As David Fitzgerald notes, 

I think the most important thing to remember [is] that when Columba came here in the 6th Century, the whole of Scotland and Britain was then in the Dark Ages…so when Columba came here, he was bringing the message of the Gospel, the message of Christ to a nation that [was] steeped in the occult.


After the reflective instrumental “White Sands,” the band briefly leaves the immediate influence of the island of Iona. Though the island, specifically its landscape and history, is the unifying theme that runs through the majority of the album, such themes are never so staunchly adhered to as to exclude other subject matter.


“Dancing on the Wall” is the first of Iona’s only two politically-inspired songs. Based on the destruction of the Berlin Wall, the song tells the story of a person on one side of the wall encountering a loved one from the other side dancing on “a bridge where there once was a wall of stone.”

Another instrumental piece, “A’Mhachair – The Plain” returns to the album’s vista-inspired thematic roots and “Vision of Naran,” penned by Bainbridge and Hogg is identified as “the result of a journey to western Ireland.” The song speaks of the character of the surrounding land and the dawn as communicators of the love of God. “The stones here are worn,” the song says, “and the flowers are torn from the very sod/In the light of the morn/I am reborn in the sight of God.” The chorus says simply, “What a mystery, Your love for me.” 

This habit of finding God in the natural world is centrally characteristic of a uniquely Celtic Christian spirituality. To the Celts, who came to Christian tradition out of Pagan nature worship, God was closest, easiest to encounter, in the surroundings of His Creation. Hogg sings, “A wind was blowing and I thought I felt You touch my face.” God isn’t just in Heaven, not just an idea one can grasp by appreciating nature’s beauty. God is instead imbued into every area of life, truly omni-present throughout all of the natural world. This is not to be understood, however, as Christianized pantheism, but rather an assertion that no place is without God’s abiding presence. 

The group’s second foray into the realm of politics is the instrumental piece “Beijing.” Though the piece itself cannot take sides politically, as it is without lyrics, its liner notes recount the “Hunger Strike Declaration” of June 2nd, 1989, issued by four student leaders in Tiananmen Square, protesting the Chinese government’s “undemocratic order maintained by bayonets and lies.” The notes then conclude by saying, “This is our tribute to all who seek freedom from oppression.” Within the album’s broader story of the spread of Christianity and the breaking of spiritual bondage, it is no stretch to read another shade of meaning here regarding those who seek freedom from spiritual oppression. 

“Dancing on the Wall” as well speaks of the shaking off of unjust limitations, evoking the image of breaking free from a kind of prison and uniting in joy and love across a demolished divide. This is an ongoing idea in the music of Iona – breaking out of bondage into freedom, darkness into light, sorrow into joy. Their music seems always set to loose the Spirit of the listener to follow wherever God would lead, nudging at first, urging, and then breaking forth into heights of ecstasy and release. In fact, the flow of Iona’s musical structures has been described as a masterfully navigated landscape of tension and release. This dichotomy combined with the environmental nature of the music, both sonically and lyrically, leads the listener on an emotional and spiritual journey with every musical turn of phrase.

One of surely very few bands to have both an album and a song with the same name as their group, Iona here inserts a restful stillness in the title track, “Iona,” or “Iona – Mother of Lindisfarne.” The song is based on Joanne Hogg’s unusual experience upon seeing an image of the island of Iona. She describes this event before the performance of “Iona” on the group’s live double album, Heaven’s Bright Sun.

The first images that I ever saw of Iona were on a postcard that was sent to me from the island. And after looking at the postcard, I fell into a deep sleep and I had a dream that I was on Iona. And I’d never actually been there before, but the dream was so vivid, so real. And I can remember still what it was like, and I was walking through the lush grass on the plains and I was looking out over the white sands, looking out to sea. And then it was as if I was somehow taken up above the island and was looking down. And the island was covered in mist, just swirling around, and the mist started to clear and I could see the shape of a cross on the island. This was Iona.


The song’s lyrics, written by Joanne, reflect this vision. “Safe within these shoes/I feel no conflict here/I feel my spirit soar within this sanctuary/Iona…All bathed in emerald/Out of the mist arise/I see the stones appear/A cross before my eyes/Iona.” This song is the mother’s lullaby of the band’s catalogue. Within its spare but poignant lyrics are everything a person really needs to know to understand the feeling of being on the island and why its spiritual richness is so profound and affecting.

I do not use the mother metaphor lightly here because, as the song’s full title, “Iona - Mother of Lindisfarne” indicates, Iona is seen, in the band’s view, as having a maternal character. It is a source of peace and place of refuge like a mother’s bosom. In a culture so rooted in nature and locality, so focused on cultivating and preserving the spirit of a place, coming into contact with one’s distant spiritual ancestry is like coming home again – eating the rich food and smelling the glorious aromas that can be found nowhere else. And in that place of taking in all the sights, sounds and colours that inspired those who have gone before, the spiritual traveler comes closer to understanding the lives, thoughts and feelings of those people.

Ultimately, this should lead to a closer encounter with the Spirit, whom previous generations seemed to experience so much more profoundly than is often the case in our modernized existence. In this song is the sense of solace, peace, rest and meditation that David Fitzgerald found so lacking in his contemporary world. It is the quest for this stillness, this communion with God that set him on his journey in the first place.

The island’s history is then mapped in the following instrumental, a real Iona classic entitled, “Trilogy.” It tells the story of Iona’s birth, it’s destruction in war and its renewal. In the 830’s and 840’s Viking forces laid siege to Iona, among many other Celtic monastic communities, and the island had to be evacuated, only later to be rebuilt. In this way, the island’s own history now reflects the birth, death and resurrection of Christ, reinforcing its role as a place of renewal and restoration through Christian meditation and spirituality. 

The theme of the wild goose returns in the song, “Here I Stand.” Though written again by Joanne Hogg, the lyrics may as well have come from David Fitzgerald as he stood on Lindisfarne and felt the spiritual legacy of those who had gone before him somehow embedded in the landscape. The lyrics are brief, but they connect the ancient past with a desire for the very immediate presence of the wild goose, the Holy Spirit.

Here I stand, looking out to sea

Where a thousand souls have prayed

And a thousand lives were laid on the sand

Were laid on the sand

Years have passed, since they have died

And the Word shall last

And the Wild Goose shall fly

Shall fly

Here I stand, looking out to sea

And I say a prayer

That the Wild Goose will come to me

That the Wild Goose will come to me

The liner note at the end of “Here I Stand” says simply, “With reverence we remember the lives of Columba, Aidan and Cuthbert.” As will often again be the case in the future, the album opens with a prelude, then is book-ended by two songs on the same theme, then ended with something of an epilogue. For this album, the epilogue is a haunting melody written by David Fitzgerald called “Columcille.” This simple tribute to St. Columba is passionately delivered, alternately with Fitzgerald’s flute and guest musician Troy Donockley’s Uillean pipes. The album closes as quietly as it began, perhaps more so, and the band’s founding vision of a return to peaceful spirituality is palpable. “Columcille” remains to me one of Iona’s most beautiful and emotionally moving pieces of music and helps to make this first album, despite its technical limitations in comparison with its successors, a real treasure that never ceases to be spiritually alive.

Indeed, the Wild Goose is neither a frivolous logo, nor a simplistic piece of imagery. The movement of the Spirit is deep, powerful and real for the members of Iona. His presence and existence are as solid and definite as the island for which they are named and as freeform, yet intentional as the music they create. Like the Wild Goose, their music is at its most effective – it’s most powerful – when it is allowed to interrupt a cluttered, materially-driven life and bring an unexpected lifting to the spirit and much needed peace to the soul.

In the next volume of this series, I will be discussing the group’s further development through their second album, The Book of Kells, and the vital role it plays in their history, both sonically and spiritually. Though much of the band’s identity is evident on their first effort, there is much more to come as they explore ever more deeply the breadth of their collective talents and the richness of their cultural and spiritual heritage.
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� Word (UK) Ltd. Distributed in the United States by ForeFront Communications Group, 1990


� From a 1990 interview on the DVD Iona, Open Sky Records, 2003


� Holy Ground: Celtic Christian Spirituality, Upper Room Books, 1999


� As quoted on Iona’s official website. � HYPERLINK http://www.iona.uk.com/newindex/2004_pages/history88-90.htm ��http://www.iona.uk.com/newindex/2004_pages/history88-90.htm� 


� From a 1990 interview on the DVD Iona, Open Sky Records, 2003


� From a history of the island of Iona on the band’s official website. � HYPERLINK http://www.iona.uk.com/newindex/2004_pages/theisland.html ��http://www.iona.uk.com/newindex/2004_pages/theisland.html�


� From a 1990 interview on the DVD Iona, Open Sky Records, 2003


� Alliance Music, Distributed in the U.S.A. and Canada by ForeFront Communications Group, 1997
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