The Origins and Development of the Cult of the Celtic Saint Ursula
The Cultism of Celtic Saints began with the earliest Christian communities, and the practices they carried out, in the late antique and Medieval periods, amongst the western lands of Celtic cultures. Within these cultures it was the martyrs of these Christian communities who were first recognised as saints, which is supported by ‘the earliest piece of Christian hagiography, the Martyrdom of St.Polycarp (c. 167)’[footnoteRef:1] .The cults that developed from hundreds of years ago are still evident in today’s societies through literary works, celebratory feast days, relics, and monuments, that are woven into the fabric of modern-day life.  [1:   Thomas Head, The Cult of the Saints and Their Relics, The ORB: On-Line Reference Book for Medieval Studies (hagiographysociety.org: 2013) pp.1- 7 ] 

This paper will focus on the cult of Saint Ursula and 11,000 virgins.  Firstly, a brief summary will describe the legend of St. Ursula. Primary sources will be analysed and interpreted through ideas from modern day scholars to discuss and explain factors that influenced the formation and development of the cult from Cologne, across the seas, to early medieval Britain. An analysis will be made of the progression of the cult into Celtic Wales, then consideration will be applied to comparing primary themes relating to the tale of St. Ursula, and how these observations determine the beginnings and development of St. Ursula, from martyrdom to a widespread acknowledgment of popularity, within the realms of Britain as it was. 
Saint Ursula, a young and beautiful princess, was the daughter of a British king, who had betrothed his child to a pagan prince to secure the kingdom from oppression[footnoteRef:2]. In order to avoid the marriage Ursula stipulated the following conditions: [2:  Carole M Cusack, Hagiography and History: The Legend of Saint Ursula, Sydney Studies in Religion, (2008) pp.89-104] 

the king and her father were to assign to her each ten carefully chosen virgins as companions, and to her and each of the ten the company and service of a thousand virgins; trieremes should be rigged and provisioned for their transportation; an interval of three years should be given her to fulfil her dedication to virginity; the young man [prince of Anglia] himself should be baptized and during the three years receive instruction in the faith.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Jacobus de Vorainge, The Golden Legend, Reading the Saints, volume II translated by William Granger Ryan, (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press), p.256] 

The princess ,and her companions who were baptized in Rome, continued their journey to Cologne, whereby Ursula via a vision of angel received a message that her life, and that of her companions, would end through martyrdom. Two Roman commanders, Maximus and Africanus, upon hearing of the holy, powerful Ursula could not tolerate such a presence and ordered the barbaric Hunnish army, commanded by ‘Julius’ to slaughter the baptised travellers.  However, Julius was overcome by Ursula’s beauty and offered his hand to her in marriage. Ursula scorning his proposal, as is often identified in virgin martyr legends, dies at the hands of Julius’s bow and arrow.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Cusack, pp.89-104] 

In twelfth century, Cologne, the inhabitants anticipating another siege began fortifying the cities walls, uncovered a mass of human bones in a Roman cemetery, believing them to be ‘the relics of the 11,000 virgins.’[footnoteRef:5] The explanation for this mass burial was defined by the revelations received by the mystic Elisabeth of Schonau who described details of the mass martyrdom and offer an explanation as to the inclusion of bones from men and children that were found with that of the virgins.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Jane Cartwright, Introduction. In The Cult of St Ursula and the 1,000 Virgins, Edited by Jane Cartwright, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2016), p.1]  [6:  Cartwright p.2] 

Ursula’s martyrdom in the third century CE, in coalition with the mass of physical, venerated reliquary in Cologne, which were transported across the regions of Germany  began the transposition of the legend through the work of numerous authors, musicians and artists[footnoteRef:7]. With reference to the preservation of virginity that is pivotal in legend of Ursula ,Cusack argues that this is ‘a common late antique and early medieval motif’[footnoteRef:8] of which a developing theology imitating that of the virginity of Jesus was being implemented by Fathers of the Church, between the second to fifth centuries.’[footnoteRef:9] In regard to the importance of the relics, the ensuing stories that evolve, retain their ‘core identities in the holy bones and provided a ‘forensic hagiography.’[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Cartwright p.2]  [8:  Cusack pp.89-104]  [9:  Cusack pp.89-104]  [10:  Scott B Montgomery, What’s in a Name? Navigating Nomenclature in the Cult of St Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins. In The Cult of St Ursula and the 11,000 Virgins, Edited by Jane Cartwright (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2016), p.13] 

This static emblem of the legend of Ursula is represented with the ‘fifth century Clematius Inscription plaque’ that is from the cults ‘titular church in Cologne.’[footnoteRef:11]  .It is through the mediums of archaeological, textual, visual, ritual, and perceptual reasoning, the narratives of the legends of virgin martyrs ‘unfolds in a grandiose, histrionic, surprisingly logical manner.’[footnoteRef:12] The Clematius Inscription mentions no names and neither does it specify the number of deceased, holy virgins. From the transparency of an inscription in stone, Ursula was not recognised as the prominent patriarchal character until the tenth century. Evidence from monuments and texts such as Usards’s c.860 martyrology “civitate Coloniae passio sanctorum virginium Marhae et Saula cum aliis pluribus”, commemorates the holy virgins Martha and Saula in place of Ursula, who is still unnamed, and the consecration date given as 20 October not the 21st.[footnoteRef:13]  This is evidence of a cult still under construction and with no defined structure. Interestingly Montgomery argues that by placing the inscription alongside Vitorre Carparccio’s painting in Scuola Piccola di Sant’ Orsola in Venice, c. 1490-1500, this pictorial narrative elaborately removes the anonymity of the unknown on the Calamitous Inscription.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Montgomery p.12]  [12:  Montgomery p12]  [13:  Montgomery, p.15]  [14:  Montgomery, p.12] 

The translated inscription represents the earliest documentation of a basilica on the site in Cologne and is now ‘incorporated into the wall of the choir of the modern Church of St. Ursula.’[footnoteRef:15] It has been argued that the importance of this inscription reveals a structure was built on the site before the fifth century, but also as the inscription is dated to the fifth century, it is possible that this timeline can be attributed to building a new basilica specifically for the martyred virgins.[footnoteRef:16] Housed within the Church of St Ursula is the Golden Chamber which materialised in the rebuilding of the church in 1643. Following the custom of ossuary practices that evolved from Egyptian rituals founded in the 530’s, whereby a room or space is dedicated solely to the display of relics, this custom was prevalent in the Church of St. Ursula[footnoteRef:17]. ‘By the mid-twelfth century there were significant efforts made to display as many relics of the Virgins as possible within the walls of the Church.’[footnoteRef:18] By displaying as many relics as possible this tradition set a precedent and can be considered as an ‘ossuary-reliquary’ and was there to provide a visionary image for the viewer reminding them of the Virgin’s presence and sanctity.[footnoteRef:19] Documented in the The Life of Bishop Cunibert of Cologne, c.619-23, is reference to the basilica as the resting place for the virgins,[footnoteRef:20] which reinforces the earliest beginnings of the cult of St. Ursula and pivotal in ensuring that the city of Cologne could fortify the cities claims as the cults centre. [footnoteRef:21]  [15:  Jackie Mann, Cologne’s Golden Kammer of St. Ursula: a Medieval Ossuary and its Anti-Protestant    Revitalization, Academia, pp.1-32]  [16:  Mann pp.1-32]  [17:  Mann pp.1-32]  [18:  Mann pp.1-32]  [19:  Mann pp.1-32]  [20:  Kristin Hoefener, From St Pinnosa to St Ursula- the Development of the Cult of Cologne’s Virgins in Medieval Liturgical Offices. In The Cult of St Ursula and the 11,000 Virgins, Edited by Jane Cartwright (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2016), p.61-2]  [21:  Mann pp.1-32] 

Hoefener argues there is an ordered structure to the development of saint’s cults, starting with the existence of reliquaries. These physical relics are then recorded in ‘local feast calenders which in turn are documented in hagiographic texts and liturgies.[footnoteRef:22] With great apparency, the cult of St Ursula is evidently rich in physical identity, in the form of relics. However, the feast day is originally consecrated in Usards’s c.860 martyrology civitae Coloniae passio sanctorum virginum Marthae et so Saula cum aliis pluribus is October 20, not October 21, which would be the date ‘that was universally accepted.’[footnoteRef:23] The legend was still mutating as can be observed in the Sermo in natli SS virginium XI milium, c.922,since the lead character was Pinnosa, the daughter of a King of Britannia , and not Ursula, with this service ‘possibly being intended for delivery at the Church of the Holy Virgins in Cologne.’[footnoteRef:24] It was not until 947, when the relics of St.Pinnosa were transferred from Cologne to Essen, that the cult lost an identity and replaced Pinnosa with Ursula, in order to maintain  Cologne ‘as head of this corporate body and status as the cult’s centre.’[footnoteRef:25] [22:  Hoefener p.86-7]  [23:  Montgomery p.14-15]  [24:  Montgomery p.15]  [25:  Montgomery, p.15] 

As the cult developed the legend began spreading throughout Germany via ‘monastic communities such as Essen and Quedlinburg, both then situated in regions ruled by the mobile Ottonian dynasty in the tenth and eleventh century. [footnoteRef:26] As the Ottonian dynasty had no fixed capital or royal household, the cult, through liturgical celebrations in the twelfth century, manoeuvred across to Benedictine and Cistercian communities of the Rhine region and further, and eventually extending into urban canon communities.[footnoteRef:27] It is in Quedlinburg ‘that the earliest known Ursula-office with musical notation’ originated from.[footnoteRef:28]   [26:  Hoefener, p.62]  [27:  Hoefener p.62]  [28:  Hoefener p.62] 

The cult’s manifestation in Liturgical sources can be divided into five groups ‘according to their monastic environment or geographical situation in the High Middle Ages: Ottanian sources (10th and 11th century), Hitsau-Benedictine sources (12th century), A Cistercian source (12th-13th century), Sources from urban canon’s communities (12th-16th century) and Sources with compositions of Hildegard of Bingen (12th century).’[footnoteRef:29] The composure of this range of liturgies, from specific and regional traditions ‘are stabilising indictors of a cult’s growth’[footnoteRef:30] and can be identified as a development of the cult, as the ‘texts and melodies can be transferred from one monastery to another.’[footnoteRef:31] It is interesting to note that these chants offer an insight into the social culture of the period, each being representative of their own unique features, and Hoefener states that it in particular ,it is ‘Hildegard, via her liturgical compositions, who helped promulgate the cult of St. Ursula.’[footnoteRef:32] [29:  Hoefener p.77-8]  [30:  Hoefener p.86]  [31:  Hoefener p.86]  [32:  Hoefener p.85] 

It has been shown how the cult of St Ursula originated from the nameless inscription on the Clematius plaque in Cologne, to becoming associated with a discovery of bones ,and resulting in the composition of works that would ultimately communicate the sanctity of Ursula and her companions. How then did the tale find prominence in the lands of Britain and Wales?
This transposition is credited to Geoffrey of Monmouth who played a major role in the development of British historiography in the eleventh century. Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae (1136-8) is thought to be translated into Latin ‘from an old British book the history of the Celtic kings of Britain.’[footnoteRef:33] Not only popular in Anglo-Norman England, the work also found readership abroad, and laid the foundations for the ‘vernacular Brut translations over the next 350 years.’[footnoteRef:34] Bryan describes Geoffrey’s narrative of Ursula in his Historia regum Britanniae (1136-8) as ‘not of a saint’s legend but used as a story of martyrdom to assist in the New World period of colonisation rather than the sacred register of hagiography’,[footnoteRef:35] and argues that two well know historical sources were used in his work, Gilda’s sixth century ecclesiastical history De exidio Britonum and the ninth century historical compilation Historia Brittonum, neither of which detail St Ursula. [footnoteRef:36] However, suggestions made by Levison, Reeve, and others, claim that Geoffrey could have used the Coloniensium virginum (c.922) and Passio’s 1 and 2 as sources, thus placing Ursula’s story within the time of the ancient Briton or Celts, which then started to form as an English tradition.[footnoteRef:37] [33:  Elizabeth J. Bryan, Ursula in the British History Tradition. In The Cult of St Ursula and the 11,000 Virgins, Edited by Jane Cartwright (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2016), p.119]  [34:  Bryan p.119]  [35:  Bryan p.119-20]  [36:  Bryan, p.122-3]  [37:  Bryan p.123-5] 

It is worth considering that Geoffrey does not mention Cologne in his work; his attention being to focus the tale on the British Isles. His narrative of the tale shows no interest in hagiography and  adapts to suit his agenda that being ‘Ancient Celtic Britain, and the British people and realm’.[footnoteRef:38] Though keeping the images of the virgins and the sea crossings, the sanctity and sacred purpose of original texts was omitted from Geoffrey’s work, which instigated ‘a parallel textual tradition of Ursula that continued to be retold and translated over the next 350 years.’[footnoteRef:39] The St Ursula legend in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae is no longer hagiographical, but cultivated as a historical tradition that seeks  to diffuse Gilda’s  ‘600 year old pessimistic view of a post-Roman Britain in the denouement of Celtic rule’ and place the cult within the realms of an English ‘Arthurian rising’.[footnoteRef:40] There were three vernacular translations of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia regum Britanniae of which each either stood in favour or against Ursula’s sanctity and in doing so ‘showed awareness of and extreme reactions to contemporary biographic traditions of Ursula.’[footnoteRef:41] Wace’s Roman de Brut in Norman French (1155) contains the colonial influence of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s narrative but ‘cues the hagiographic tradition.’[footnoteRef:42] Lazamon’s Brut in early Middle English (c.1185 – 1236) ,written for an English-speaking audience, obliterates martyrdom from the tale of Ursula, using Geoffrey’s ‘colonial narrative… with a vengeance.’[footnoteRef:43] In Lazamon’s version, Ursula meets her demise when raped. In changing the context, he explores the idea of encouraging readers ‘to engage with emotions on behalf of the victims.’[footnoteRef:44] Robert of Gloucester’s Metriacla Chronicle in Middle English (c.1272 – 1300) entirely removes Ursula from the story. In doing so he avoids links between the hagiography and history of Ursula and concentrates on providing a ‘colonial discourse.’[footnoteRef:45] Middle English Bruts of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries follow similar narrations with tale being amended and developed to suit the political and cultural needs of the time. In 1501, after 350 years of a ‘colonist’ Ursula, the legend was transformed once again into a ‘devotional tradition’ when a ‘pageant of St Ursula was composed in English and presented to Katherine of Aragon.’[footnoteRef:46] The legend of Ursula within the British Middle Ages was significantly recognised and used, not as a story of martyrdom, but to enforce propagandistic beliefs.  [38:  Bryan p.126-7]  [39:  Bryan p.126-7]  [40:  Bryan p.126-7]  [41:  Bryan p.127]  [42:  Bryan p.127-8]  [43:  Bryan p.128]  [44:  Bryan p.130-1]  [45:  Bryan p.132]  [46:  Bryan p.137] 

Geoffrey of Monmouth’s edition of the St Ursula tale was not the only written tradition to be found in Medieval literature of Britain, for it existed alongside a large, Latin work, compiled the Dominican friar, Jacobus de Voraigne titled Legenda aurea (Golden legend c.1265).[footnoteRef:47] William Marx describes this work as ‘defining the narrative for vernacular theology – devotional and didactic writing.’[footnoteRef:48] It was compiled as a resource for members of de Voragine’s order, the friar preachers, and the Dominicans, being used widely throughout the Middle Ages and bought in to Britain around the 1270’s.[footnoteRef:49] The narrative of St Ursula sits within the encyclopaedia of traditional saint martyrdom; the style and context placing the text amongst Middle English Literature.[footnoteRef:50] The Legenda aurea was the first life to be written in these Middle Ages, with the central theme being martyrdom – this theme being perpetuated in the Lives that followed.[footnoteRef:51] The different forms and contexts, which are apparent in the literature, that subsequently came after the Legenda aurea, define and explain how the variants are targeted with specific audiences in mind.[footnoteRef:52] [47:  William Marx, St Ursula and the Eleven Thousand Virgins: the Middle English Legenda Aurea Tradition. In The Cult of St Ursula and the 11,000 Virgins, Edited by Jane Cartwright, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2016), p.143]  [48:  Marx p.143]  [49:  Marx p.143]  [50:  Marx, p.143-4 ]  [51:  Marx, p.143-4]  [52:  Marx, p.143-4] 

The earliest Middle English text, which is based on the Latin Legenda aurea, is the South English Legendary from which only the beginning can be dated (c.1270-85).[footnoteRef:53] Based on the liturgical year and the Sanctorale[footnoteRef:54] the author has based the concept for his work on the Latin Legend aurea but emphasised the human emotion thus making the narrative ‘more vividly engaging for a popular audience’[footnoteRef:55], suggesting an intention to attract more vernacular readers to the legend. However, the Middle English Gilte Legende, dated to 1438, translated not from the immediate Latin source, but Jean de Vignay’s Legende doree.[footnoteRef:56] The surviving twenty-four manuscripts from the Gilte Legenda ‘show a degree of popularity and use, but not as measure of popularity or significance attached to a particular saint.’[footnoteRef:57] Considering Independent translations from John Mirk’s Festial, San Marino, to Osbern Bokenham’s Legendy’s of Hooly Wummen, which include the legend of St Ursula, [footnoteRef:58] these versions as a whole are ‘ the main vehicle for the transmission of the Life in the later Middle Ages.’[footnoteRef:59]  [53:  Marx, p.144]  [54:  Marx, p.149]  [55:  Marx p.147]  [56:  Marx p.147-8]  [57:  Marx p.148]  [58:  Marx, p.149-50]  [59:  Marx p.153] 

It is however William Caxton’s translation into Middle English that became the authoritative narrative on St. Ursula, which appeared in 1483. Caxton based his work on two sources, principally the Legend doree and the Latin and English texts of the Golden Legend.[footnoteRef:60] After Caxton’s death, his apprentice Wynken de Worde took over the publishing of material, and the Ursula legend continued to be printed, though using different narratives. In 1516 Wynken de Worde published Nova legenda Anglie which included a brand-new life of Ursula. The circulation of the tale then appears in a Middle English poem The Life of Saint Ursula after the Chronicles of England (no date known), printed by Wynken de Worde with ‘the title page containing a woodcut of the martyrdom of the virgins at Cologne.’[footnoteRef:61] By the sixteenth century Ursula ‘had a high status of a British saint in the devotional culture of England.’[footnoteRef:62] Marx argues that the Life of Ursula was ‘conceived and circulated by two traditions in Middle English – the chronicle tradition and the devotional-didactic tradition.’[footnoteRef:63] The different narratives and contexts in which the texts are applied ‘suggest aspects of the use, reception, and readership of Life in Middle English literature’[footnoteRef:64] and that in the narratives that derived from the Legend aurea, Ursula reclaims her position as a heroic martyr.  [60:  Marx p.153]  [61:  Marx p.156]  [62:  Marx p.159]  [63:  Marx p.159]  [64:  Marx p.143-4] 

It has been established that the Legend had been prominent in Celtic Britain, through the secular version of St. Ursula, compiled by Geoffrey of Monmouth. The transmission of the tale ‘was perhaps a natural step’ for the daughter of an ancient Britain to take on a new identity of Welsh heritage.[footnoteRef:65] Oral versions of the legend suggested that Ursula and her virgins sailed from the west coast of Wales which promoted a church to be dedicated to her at Llangwryrfon in Ceredigion, resulting in ‘an interesting Welsh Ursuline historiography.’[footnoteRef:66]  [65:  Jane Cartwright, The Middle Welsh Life of St Ursula and the 11,000 Virgins. In The Cult of St Ursula and the 11,000 Virgins, Edited by Jane Cartwright, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2016), p163-4]  [66:  Cartwright, p.163-4] 

The Welsh Life of Ursula, Hystoria Gweryddon yr Almaen (The Story of the Virgins of Germany) ,was translated or adapted from Latin text by Sir Huw Pennant, between the latter half of the fifteenth century and the early sixteenth century.[footnoteRef:67] The single manuscript of the Middle Welsh version of the Life of Ursula, MS Peniarth 182,contains ‘Welsh poetry, genealogical material, medical recipes, and two religious’ texts’ of which one is the translated Life of Ursula.[footnoteRef:68]  [67:  Cartwright, p.164-7]  [68:  Cartwright p. 164] 

 Huw Pennants translation focuses on ‘Welsh narrative traditions and attempts to associate Ursula’s homeland with Wales’[footnoteRef:69], yet fails to note  the Welsh church, Llangwyrfon, which was dedicated to Ursula however,  the title of the life which interprets as ‘The Story of the Virgins of Germany’ maintains  a strong association with Germany.[footnoteRef:70] Cartwright argues that Huw relied on Welsh material, as well as translating Latin text for inspiration, and therefore we have inconsistencies within his prose.[footnoteRef:71] The beginnings Huw’s Welsh Life are adapted to fulfil a Welsh context although the remainder ‘follows elements found in the standard narrative Life of St. Ursula.’[footnoteRef:72] During the fourteenth century, John of Tynemouth’s Nova legenda Aurea,  was used as text ‘to promote the national interests of England’ and ‘nationalise British Saints under the English banner.’[footnoteRef:73] Yet St. Ursula was omitted from the text. At this time Huw Pennant reclaimed the Saint in his Welsh Life, and since the sixteenth century Ursula’s identity has morphed from English to Welsh. With her legend being narrated in the Welsh language this provided opportunities for the Welsh audience to integrate St. Ursula into customs and traditions.[footnoteRef:74]  [69:  Cartwright, p.167]  [70:  Cartwright p.167]  [71:  Cartwright, p167]  [72:  Cartwright, p.170]  [73:  Cartwright, p.177]  [74:  Cartwright, p.177] 

	The medieval church at Llangwrddon, Ceredigion was dedicated to St. Ursula, though insufficient evidence cannot prove the time of this happening. However, Cartwright argues ‘that the cult proliferated to other minor churches and chapels in Ceredigion’[footnoteRef:75]. This claim is supported by seventeenth century documentation, written by antiquarian Edward Lluyd, which denotes a now distinct chapel (Capel Santesau) as being dedicated to St. Ursula and her virgin martyrs.[footnoteRef:76] Ursula’s feast day of October 21 has been celebrated in Ceredigion, and a well at Capel Betws has been associated with one of Ursula’s virginal companions, Lleucu, with the assumption being ‘the well would have once attracted pilgrims to wash in the holy water.’[footnoteRef:77] The cult of St Ursula became more widely known in Wales after the adaption of the Life of Ursula from Huw Pennant, in the sixteenth century. As Cartwright explains, the Welsh churches dedicated to Ursula, have never acquired relics ‘that anchor Cologne so closely to the cult of the 11,000 virgins’, yet her tale has continued into the present time.[footnoteRef:78] [75:  Cartwright, p. 178]  [76:  Cartwright, p.178]  [77:  Cartwright, p.178-9]  [78:  Cartwright, p.180-1] 

From the unnamed virgin martyrs on the Clematius Inscription in Cologne, to that of St. Ursula’s identity being transformed into a Welsh princess, the cult of St. Ursula was adapted and developed through hagiographies and liturgies, to portray a message of Christendom and holy sanctity. However, the plight of Ursula and her 11,000 virgins, retold over many centuries across the Celtic regions, would become a vehicle for individual composers to advocate their own cultural beliefs. The collections of differing primary sources that have survived to the present day have been invaluable to scholars over many years by providing an insight into the origins and development of the cult of St. Ursula and the 11,000 virgins. 
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