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(3) Analyse the role and function of saintly relics in the cult of several Welsh or Celtic saints.
In your answer you can refer to corporeal as well as secondary relics. (5000 words)

Relics fulfilled multiple roles and functions with the cults of the saints they belonged to. This
essay shall examine such roles within the cults of several Celtic saints. For the purposes of
this essay, ‘Celtic’ shall refer to areas that spoke a Celtic language, more specifically Ireland
and Brittany. The term ‘relic’ can be used to describe both the bodily remains of a saint, or
items which had belonged to them in life, and so become important to their cults. ! ? A saint’s
body did not have to remain in one piece in order to be classified as a relic — many were
divided into pieces and distributed across wide geographical areas.® Items that had come into
contact with a relic could also become relics themselves, though these tertiary relics will not
be the focus of this essay.* Regardless of what form a relic took, they were physical
manifestations of the saint, holding both their sacred power and representing their continued
presence with the community.® ® As such, their use was a key component of the cult itself.’
The saints that shall be discussed in this essay will be St. Patrick of Ireland, as well as Paul
Aurelian, Coretin and Ronan from Brittany. Their relics and cults shall be examined through
three main topics areas. The first area shall focus upon the relationship between relics and the
communities they belonged to, starting with a discussion of the powers Celtic relics were
believed to hold, and then their role as objects to both revere and protect. The movement of
relics will then be discussed, with an initial focus on pilgrimages, before analysing how
moving the relics themselves affected their role. The final section shall focus upon relics as a
means of legitimising the saint, as well the wider community that the saint and their cult

belonged to.

The relics of the saints had a symbiotic relationship with their worshippers. They both

provided miracles that aided the community, whilst requiring the protection of their
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parishioners. Caroline Walker Bynum and Paula Gerson argue that by the late third century,
the fragments of martyrs had become ‘loci of power and of special access to the divine’.8As
such, through relics, people could seek the help of a now dead saint, either via patronage or
by petitioning the saint in question for aid.® This concept of saintly patronage was based upon
the ‘social practices of lordship, feud, and gift exchange’.!° This meant that Christians could
gain protection and other forms of aid from deceased saints by providing them with services
and gifts.!! The resulting aid could range from interceding on the person’s behalf in the divine
court, offering protection from earthly enemies, curing diseases, bring about changes in the
weather and ensuring victory in battle.'? 3 The use of Celtic relics for warfare is attested in
1166 when Tyrone was invaded by O Ruairc, and ‘the clerics of the Bell of the Bequest were
killed... and the Hui Briuin carried off the bell’'#. Here, A. T. Lucas argues that it seems

Patrick’s bell had been brought to the battle in order to ensure victory for Cinél Eoghain.’

Healing the sick in particular was an important function of relics. Indeed, Bosner
argues that this was their original use.'® Such miracles were particularly important for St.
Ronan’s cult in Quimper. It is unknown exactly when the saint was moved from to Quimper
from Locronan, but his translation appears to have damaged ‘the affinity of saint and place’’,
which resulted in a need for him to develop a new identity. As a result, the final three chapters
of his Life are focused upon his post mortem miracles which ‘demonstrate the range and
effectiveness of the saint's power to the lector vel auditor of the life’'®. The first miracle his
relics performed featured a dumb man being healed after praying at the altar where Ronan’s
relics were kept, and spending a night beneath his relics was said to have effectively
exorcised another man. ¥ 2% The last miracle detailed was not a healing miracle, though it did

demonstrate the saint's power to protect the community. In this instance, his relics were used
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to save Quimper from a fire by placing them in the fire’s path, which diverted it away and
prevented further destruction.?* 2 The power of the saint’s relics were vital in proving his
usefulness, and therefore his worthiness of being worshipped and becoming a part of the
community his body now resided in. As such, the power of Ronan’s relics was not only a
method of protecting and healing the worshippers of his saint cult, but also a way of

demonstrating why he deserved their patronage to begin with.

Furthermore, Bosner argues that relics held a secondary purpose of enabling contact
between the worshipper and the saint, which was thought to allow the saint’s intervention to
work more effectively.?® This was particularly important in the long term as there ‘was no
better ally to have on the final day of judgment than someone already living in heaven.’
Wycherley argues that this underlines an issue within the cult of relics, in that relics did not
have any worth or meaning on their own.?® Their value as based upon acceptance that it
belonged to an individual connected to a higher power, and who’s connection to such relics
continued after death.?® 27 As such, power of the relics came from the people and their faith in
these objects, though it was believed that the relics themselves were a link between the
people and the saint themselves.?® This meant that in order for a saint to continue to be
worshipped, Christians needed to believe in their intercessory power.?® As a result, the relics
created a reciprocal relationship between the saint and their followers. In the case of Paul
Aurelian, this was a simple relationship, though it depended more heavily upon his secondary
relics, rather than his corporal relics. For Paul Aurelian, springs and bells were ‘the tangible
links between the saint's earthly career and his continuing miracle-working power’3’. These
secondary relics formed the basis of much of the worship of this saint, and it has been noted
that his Breton hagiography gives little importance to his corporeal relics.®! Julia Smith
argues that this was not unique to him — other Brittonic saints cults functioned in near to or

total absence of corporeal relics.®? These traditions were ‘fluid and responded to local
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needs’? as they were only remembered as long as the saint proved useful and relied on oral
memory. Smith argues that this was particularly important as oral societies had a tendency to
do away with memories that no longer had any relevancy for the community.®* As such, Paul
Aurelian’s secondary relics functioned as proof of his continued usefulness for his cult,
offering both legitimacy and the ability to maintain itself. However, this particular
relationship should not be automatically applied to all saints and their cults. Quimper
provides of an exception to this in the form of Coretin: Smith argues that in the relationship
between Coretin and Quimper, his arm reliquary was totally irrelevant, and most of his body
was missing from the area.®® Despite this, the community still felt his ‘effect presence and
powerful protection’®, and as such, at least in the case of his cult at Quimper, the existence of
his arm relic was almost entirely divorced from the miracles that he performed. Possibly, this
is a consequence of his cult being more focused upon oral traditions surrounding his
miracles.” This is especially notable when compared to Ronan, another saint whose cult
could be found in Quimper. Ronan’s cult was more reliant upon a written tradition and the
miracles his relics performed in gaining the worship of Quimper’s people.®® As a result, it
appears that for Quimper at least, the importance placed upon a relic, and therefore the
relationship it had with the community, was entirely dependent upon which cult is being
analysed. This in turn suggests that the role of relics within cults is not uniform, and local

variation must be taken into consideration.

The community also had a duty to protect and ensure proper devotion to the relics. As
symbols of the saint themselves, any disrespect shown to a relic was tantamount to personally
insulting the saint, which in turn demanded retribution.®® Therefore, a tomb or reliquary held
more than just bones — to pray to a relic was the same as praying directly to a living member
of the divine court.*’ This can be seen in 809, when Dunchu ap Tullyish was murdered next

to the shrine of St. Patrick within the abbot’s house.*! *2 Niamh Wycherly argues that as a
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consequence of this death, an attack was carried out by Aed son of Niall.*® The issue was not
that someone had simply been murdered, but that Dinchu had been slain next to Patrick’s

*% of a sacred place, demonstrating contempt not only for

shrine.** This was a ‘gross violation
Patrick but the Church of Armagh. As a result of this, and also due to his position of a
political patron of Armagh, Aed was honour bond to retaliate.*® The Annals of Ulster detail
that during the same year as Dunchi’s death, ‘Patrick’s shrine,[was] avenged by Aedh™*’
Furthermore, in the year 1357, the Annals of Ulster mention the ‘naming punishment
(pillaging of Ulidia) for profaning shrine of Patrick’*®. As such, whilst relics were objects of
power and protection towards those who worshipped them, there was also an element of what
was and was not appropriate behaviour. As extensions and representations of the saints, the
relics themselves were deserving of proper devotion, and anyone who did not perform due
reverence was to be punished, if not by the saint, then by the community itself. In this
respect, St. Patrick’s relics were not just an object of power, or a way for the community

around his relics to connect themselves to him. His relics were also valuable objects which

the Church of Armagh and its patrons had a duty to protect.

The movement of pilgrims and the relics themselves also had an impact upon the role and
function the relics played within their cults. Part of the appeal of relics for pilgrims was their
ability to transcend the boundaries of space and time between the deceased saint and the
person who had travelled to meet them. %° As a result, relics were objects of interest for

t.°0 This interest was such that many

people both within their local community and outside of 1
early Christian monasteries were designed to accommodate and further entice pilgrims
towards them, who themselves sought to either venerate the church’s saint, seek miraculous
intervention, or to otherwise satisfy their ‘hopes and aspirations’>!.5 However, pilgrimages
also had an economic motivation for the churches that housed the relics, and Tomasz Boroski

and Christopher Gerrard comment that ‘gifts from pilgrims could be of substantial value’ to a
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cult.> Padraig O Riain argues that the memory of St. Patrick is centred around three events,
one of which being a pilgrimage to Croagh Patrick on the last Sunday of July.>* This
particular pilgrimage was centred around the Black Bell of Saint Patrick, believed to have
driven demon birds from Croagh Patrick during his vigil there.>® Every person who made this
pilgrimage was supposed to kiss a cross engraved upon the bell and move it around his body
three times in the direction the sun travels across the sky.>® In addition to this, it was expected
that every pilgrim would give Patrick’s cult a small monetary offering, and during a good
season, the keeper of the bell could make ‘no less than £10°%" from pilgrims, which was a
significant amount of money.*® As such, pilgrimages to Croagh Patrick were more than an act
of religious worship and reverence to the saint. They were also a means by which his cult
could make money and, in this respect, relics offered the cult a level of financial security,
being a method through which a regular annual income could be made. This practice was not
unique to St. Patrick’s cult, and the financial benefits were such that for poor monasteries,
securing relics was a great temptation due to their potential as a source of wealth via
pilgrims.>® For Irish saint cults, relics and pilgrimages were an important opportunity for a
community to achieve ‘economic prosperity’®°. Bosner argues that acquiring relics and
pilgrims was one of the major activities of the medieval Church and as a result, pilgrimages
were both an instance of genuine devotion on the part of the pilgrim, and worldly greed on

the part of the church.®

It was not only the movement of worshippers that was important. The movement of the
relics themselves had an important effect upon the function of relics. Whilst shrines were
built over the tombs of saints, they were also constructed in places where saintly relics had
been moved to at a later date.®? These shrines themselves attracted pilgrims, although such

construction also had the effect of promoting the cult of the saint.®® ® Taking relics on a
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circuit could have the same effect.%® As such, particularly in the case of Irish saints, which are
Wycherley’s focus, the movement of relics was a method of raising awareness for a particular
saint. This could in itself translate to, as in the case with pilgrimages, further economic
benefits to the saint’s cult. So great were the economic incentives, in Ireland at least, that
Wycherley states there is a debate to be had over whether money was the prime objective
behind these circuits, rather than genuine concern for the population during times of hardship,
such as famines.% Indeed, Céic Conara Fugil and Berrad Airechta both refer to the earnings
of a reliquary in relation to such circuits.®’ 7© However, it should be noted that Breton
saints were rarely moved prior to Viking attacks making such moves a necessity in order to
protect relics from being destroyed. As such, Smith argues, there are no records of a Brittonic
saint being dismembered into several smaller relics prior to the tenth century, and that when
this did happen it was for the sole purpose of sending the saint’s corporeal relics to French
churches for safekeeping during Viking invasions. '* Possibly as a result of this, Brittonic
churches were generally not particularly concerned with having such relics returned as soon
as possible.”? For example, the relics of Coretin, patron saint of Quimper, were removed
during an attack and sent to Paris, and were then dispersed across France. Therefore, the
movement of relics was also a method of protecting them from destruction, not merely a
method of generating income. For saint cults, this may have ultimately been done with the
aim of protecting the saint and their cult, not only their relics. It should also be noted that
worship of Coretin continued in Quimper after his most of his corporeal relics were removed,
possibly supporting the concept that his relics were removed for the saint’s protection.
However, too much focus should not be placed upon corporeal relics in the particular case of
Coretin, as whilst his corporeal relics were largely removed from Quimper, his secondary
relics remained there and were able to maintain his cult in the absence of the saint’s earthly

remains.
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Quimper also provides an example of an originally foreign saint who had a cult that
originated in Quimper.”® Ronan’s relics were transported to Quimper, but interest in his cult
was dependant on the production of a Vita being written about him.’* Prior to the Vita being
written, the community within Quimper demonstrated little interest towards his relics and any
potential miracles they might have been capable of. As such, in the case of Ronan, the
movement of his remains created an initially uncertain situation, which was improved only
through a combination of written documentation of his life, and his relics proving their
usefulness to the community. Quimper therefore is an example of an area where
transportation and preservation of relics successfully preserved the cult the relics belonged to.
Additionally, it was also the home of a cult for a saint whose existence, whilst tied to
Quimper in particular, was not a native saint and whose position was made less certain

because of this.

By contrast, Irish relics were moved from their churches so that they could be present at
the swearing of oaths and making agreements.” The Annals of Ulster detail how in 734, the
relics of St Peter, Paul and Patrick were ‘carried around to enforce law...’’®. Wycherley
argues that instances such as this were carried out as the circuit of relics was a method
bridging distances and differences between territories in Ireland, as well to ‘smooth relations
between princes’,”” and aided in the creation of military networks.” As such, the movement
of his relics allowed Patrick to maintain a level of political influence in Ireland after his
death, being a tool of reconciliation and peacekeeping during political talks. Furthermore, in
Quimper, Coretin’s arm was taken out for only two occasions, one of which was settling a
property dispute between Quimper’s bishop and a local in 1241.7 Said dispute was settled
with both parties swearing an oath on the Gospels and the arm of Coretin.2’ Though this was
a dispute between a member of the clergy and laity, rather than warfare, it does appear that
Brittonic relics were also used to settle disputes between factions. This demonstrates that the

movement of relics enabled them to function as peace keeping items in disputes, which also

suggest that relics were a source of political as well as religious authority in the Celtic world.
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Relics played a key role in the legitimacy of a saint’s cult. This was not only for the saints
themselves, but also the places connected to them. In 787 The Second Council of Nicaea
decreed that relics were a requirement for an altar to be consecrated and so no church could
be officially dedicated without a saint’s relic.5! 82 This was prior to when the procedurs for
canonisation under the papacy was developed, and said process would develop until the late
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.®® As a result, it was ‘the translation of the holy person’s
remains into the altar, or into a reliquary that rested on the altar, that often constituted the
making of a saint’®. This encouraged churches to fake relics when a genuine one could not
be found, although luckily the same papal decree made note that relics had a tendency to
miraculously generate valid copies.®® In the case of St. Patrick, Tirechan claimed that Patrick
ordained Olcan and gave him Roman relics.® 8 Wycherley argues that when making this
statement Tirechan was concerned with establishing which Irish churches belonged to St.
Patrick.®8 In doing so, Tirechan created an Ireland that was scattered with relics bestowed by
Patrick and his disciples, which Tirechan in turn used as tool in establishing St. Patrick as not
only the founding saint of Ireland, but also the most important. 8° This, Wycherley argues,
reflects that strategic function of relics in authenticating claims and jurisdictions over
churches, as whilst such relics did not belong to Patrick specifically, they were still used to
legitimise his position as the head of the Irish saints. ® As such, in the cult of saint Patrick,
relics were a tool used by his followers to establish his pedigree, though this would have also

authenticated the churches who claimed their own relics were gifts from him.

By contrast, much more difficulty was experienced in using Brittonic relics to establish
the legitimacy of their saints. Guibert of Nogent conducted an inquiry into the value of saints’
relics, which began with ‘a scathing attack on the cults of Breton saints’®!. For Guibert, the

only acceptable sign of a saint was the written world, whilst relics were the epitome of
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uncertainty and this would have presented a problem in his assessment of Brittonic saints.%
This was in no small part because Breton saint cults largely lacked written evidence, instead
relying upon oral traditions to spread stories on the miracles their saints had performed. % As
a result, Guibert would have struggled to find a Breton saint who met his strict criteria,
resulting, in his eyes at least, there being relatively few legitimate Brittonic saints, regardless
of whether or not their cults possessed a relic.®* Memory of Paul Aurelian, for instance,
focused largely on local oral traditions attached to healing springs, geographical landmarks,
and his secondary relics, as oppose to a hagiography.®® Therefore, it appears that for Saint-
Pol-de-Léon, the region where Paul Aurelian’s cult was situated, relics and their own local
stories of Paul Aurelian were more important in determining his legitimacy than the written
documentation that members of the church, such as Guibert, demanded. Possibly, this was
because his springs and secondary relics were ‘tangible links between the saint's earthly
career and his continuing miracle-working power’®. This was as his springs and one of his
secondary relics, a bell called Hirglas, were associated with healing, which resulted in the
memory of Paul Aurelian still being useful for Saint-Pol-De-Léon, and so retaining an oral
tradition. " % As such, Saint-Pol-De-Léon had no need for a written tradition focused
specifically upon Paul Aurelian. Here, as in the case of St. Patrick, relics were an important
factor isn marking a person a saint, though Patrick’s relics were enough to give him official
sainthood, whilst Aurelian had less official support from his worshippers. This in turn could
suggest that there was a difference in opinion between the of Saint-Pol-de-Léon laity and

clergy over the exact criteria a saint must fulfil in order to be deemed legitimate.

Relics were not only vital in legitimising saints, but also the areas such saints were
connected to. The role of relics in devotional activity resulted in them also being used in the
‘operations and framework of the church’®. This is especially well attested in the use of
relics in church consecration, for which they were essential in the eighth century.!® This was

because the Council of Nicaea forbad the consecration of a church without relics, with the
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threat that any bishop caught consecrating such a church would ‘be deposed’.!”! Evidence
from Ireland indicates that the country was not an exception to this rule, with relics being a
requirement for the founding of a church in early Ireland.'% In turn, after a church had been
consecrated, relics could be used to bolster its reputation. Tirechén claimed that Patrick had
given Sachellus the relics of Peter and Paul, as well as Stephan and Lawrence, to be kept in
Armagh.2% 1% Whilst these relics were not the bodily remains of St. Patrick, they were still
connected to him, and the Church of Armagh used to them to strengthen their pollical
position in the late seventh century.!® Using relics in this way was not unique to Armagh, as
many monasteries, towns and royalty used relics to establish their own authority and
boundaries.!®® However, the corporeal relics of St. Patrick were of particular importance, to
the point that following his death a conflict arose between the Ui Néill and the Airthir over
who would possess his remains. %’ It is said that after his body was carried to the river
Cabcenne it disappeared, a miracle believed to be aimed at maintaining peace between the
two tribes.1% Another, albeit less violent, conflict later arose that regarded Patrick and the
status of places claiming a connection to him. In the seventh century, Armagh, which claimed
to have been established by Patrick two centuries earlier, was aiming to be recognised as the
leading Irish church.'® The biggest threat to Armagh’s plans was Kildare, which Cogitosus
had previously claimed was the head of most Irish churches.!!? 1! Cogitosus evidence for the
primacy of Kildare were the relics of saint Brigit, the church’s founder, and her bishop
Conlaed.!'? Conversely, Armagh argues that their possession of the relics of St. Paul, Peter,

Stephen and Lawrence demonstrated that they were the superior church, and moreover these
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570, [p.560].
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relics were gifts to them from St. Patrick himself.!'® 14 Based upon this dispute, and the
manner in which the combatants used their possession of saintly relics in order to prove their
side was the superior church, it appears that within medieval Ireland relics had the ability to

legitimise a church, but also demonstrate its power and status over others.

Brittonic saints were very localised, and so became heavily associated with the place of
their cult, to the point that Brittonic communities were resistant to the intrusion of new saints
into their religious life, which in turn meant that Brittonic saints did not enjoy wide
worship.1?® In the case of Paul Aurelian, he was so heavily interconnected with his
community that the need for written propaganda in his name was eliminated, as he was able
to effectively perform his post mortem miracles regardless.!!® The importance of his
corporeal relics in this should not be overstated, as sometime between 958 and 960, his
corporeal relics were moved to Fleury for the Bishop Mabbo of Saint-Pol’s retirement. !’
Smith argues that the removal of said relics had little impact upon Paul Aurelian’s cult,
possibly as they were not the most tangible link between him and the community that he
founded.!8 Instead, the Vita Golveni, published much later, suggests that the cult flourished
based entirely upon the worship of places associated with him as well as his secondary
relics.1*® As such, whilst relics offered legitimacy to an area, corporeal relics should not be
emphasised over secondary relics. In the case of Paul Aurelian at least, secondary relics were
able to legitimise his cult and its place within the local community in the absence of any
bodily remains. Furthermore, Coretin’s shrine at Quimper is another example of a Brittonic
saint’s cult which survived the loss of most of his corporeal relics.?° This suggests that whilst
relics were important in establishing a Brittonic church and saint cult, such organisations

were able to survive their corporeal relics being distributed elsewhere at a later date.

Relics had many roles and functions within Celtic saint’s cults they belonged to. They were

believed to have the power to protect and heal worshippers of the saint, yet were also items
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118 Smith, ‘Oral and Written’, p.325.
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demanding respect and protection from said community. If a relic was disrespected, it was up
to the community to bring about appropriate retribution. As a result, the relationship between
a relic and the saint it belonged to, as well as the wider community, was one of mutual
benefit. The dual role of the relic created a reciprocal relationship. This was not limited to
corporeal relics — secondary relics could accomplish this just as well, as seen in the case of
Coretin’s cult. Movement was another key aspect in the function of Celtic relics, in that
pilgrimage could be both an act of worship, as well as a method that the saint’s cult could
earn money. Economic motivations also affected the movement of the relics themselves,
particularly in the case of circuits of relics. However, relics were also used to settle
disagreements and bring about a favourable outcome in warfare. It should also be noted that
moving Brittonic relics was a method of protecting them from being damaged or destroyed in
Viking attacks. In the case of Coretin, this resulted in a higher level of prominence being
attributed to his secondary relics, whilst for Ronan this resulted in a need to prove his
usefulness to Quimper. Relics could also offer a saint’s cult legitimacy, particularly prior to
the development of the canonisation process. Yet the way relics did this was not the same for
each Celtic saint. For St. Patrick, his relics were used to establish him as the leading saint of
Ireland, whilst the removal of Paul Aurelian’s corporeal relics had little impact upon his cult,
in part as his cult still had access to his secondary relics. Relics also legitimised the places
associated with their saint’s cult. Patrick’s corporeal relics, both those associated personally
with him and those he was said to have gifted to Armagh, were used by Armagh to argue that
they were the leading church of Ireland as oppose to Kildare. By contrast, Brittonic cults
were heavily localised and so did not experience wide worship, though secondary relics were

able to support local worship.
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