2312567: A1 - Trace the origins and development of the cult of any saint from the Celtic regions paying particular attention to the literary texts and the key sites associated with them.


St Illtud – A Study of his Life and the Traditions connected to it

This study of the Saint Illtud will strive to chronologically discuss some of the materials, sites and traditions connected to this figure. It is hoped that by the end of this essay, a clearer understanding of the significance of this figure’s legacy and legend in Welsh medieval history and Celtic hagiography can be better understood.
Much of what we know about the Celtic saints comes not only from oral tradition, but from multiple sources that date from various points. Some of the most notable hagiographical sources are known as Vita’s, which is Latin for “life”. Though the Vita Sancti Iltuti, or the “Life of St. Illtud”, was written somewhat later compared to other lives of saints – most likely during the 12th century[footnoteRef:1][1] - Illtud is referenced early on in Hagiographical history during the Vita Sancti Samsonis, the first “Life of St Samson (of Dole)”. It is in early text, believed to be written between the 8th and 9th century, that we receive the first mention of St Illtud, who is said to have baptised, taught and even loved the boy more then all his other students.[footnoteRef:2][2] [1: [1] D. E. Thornton. “Illtud [St Illtud, Illtyd] (Fl. 5th–6th Cent.), Abbot of Llantwit Major.” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Sept. 23, 2024. [Online]
]  [2: [2] B. Guy (ed.) “Vita Sancti Samsonis (Liber Landavensis),” Seiciau, The Cult of Saints in Wales, Sept. 19, 2023. [Online] pp. 2 - 23] 

The appearance of St Illtud in the life of St Samson has helped historians to discover the period of his life. As K. M. Evans notes, the birth of St. Illtud is placed at around 425 A.D., his death placed from 505 – 525 A.D.[footnoteRef:3][3] According to the Dictionary of Welsh Biography, St. Samson’s life was led from 485 – 565 A.D.[footnoteRef:4][4] This allows historians to place the possible life of Illtud to the 5th century. But we do not fully know if this saint existed. [3: [3] K. M Evans, A Book of Welsh Saints, Penarth: The Church in Wales Provincial Council for Education, 1959, pp. 19 - 22]  [4: 
[4] J. W. James, “SAMSON (c. 485 - 565), abbot and bishop in the Celtic Church.” Dictionary of Welsh Biography, 1959. [Online]] 

To address this question, it is worth discussing the other source material regarding St Illtud. His mention in the lives of St Samson highlights an important fact about St Illtud, which is that he taught many others, including other saints, at a monastery in Llantwit Major (Llanilltud Fawr), where he also ordained his some of the ones, he trained[footnoteRef:5][5]. This sort of call back to St Illtud and his monastery is present in other saints’ Vitas. For instance, in the life of St Paulinus Aurelien, or Vita Pauli Aureliani, Illtud is mentioned too.[footnoteRef:6][6].Again Illtud is described as a teacher, this time of Paulinus.[footnoteRef:7][7]  [5: 
[5] Guy (n2.) p. 1]  [6: [6] I. Evans, “Welsh Saints,” Blackfriars, vol. 25, no. 296, pp. 410–414, 1944. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press]  [7: 
[7] K. M. Evans (n 3), p. 20] 

Unfortunately, the claim that Paulinus was taught by St Illtud is less credible than that of St Samson’s.[footnoteRef:8][8]The writer of St Paulinus’ life, and monk named Wyrmonoc, wrote that Paulinus was a pupil at St Illtud’s monastery alongside Saints Samson, David, and Gildas.[footnoteRef:9][9]This list of names is perhaps disputed by scholars like K. M. Evans, because in historical standing it would be unlikely that St David – who is believed to have died around 600 A.D,[footnoteRef:10][10] which is around 75 years after the death of St Illtud– would have been old enough to be taught by Illtud. There is also the fact that Wyrmonoc was writing later than the monk from Dol who wrote the Vita Sancti Samsonis. This biographer of St Samson also claimed to have visited the St Illtud’s monastery himself, and a lot of detail is provided in the Vita regarding Illtud, whereas the Breton Monk Wrmonoc is believed to have been writing from second hand sources.[footnoteRef:11][11] [8: [8] Ibid.]  [9: 
[9] H. D. Emanuel, “PAUL AURELIAN, saint, fl. late 5th century,” Dictionary of Welsh Biography. 1959. [Online]]  [10: 
[10] J. M. Woodings “THE FIGURE OF DAVID.” In St David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation, J. W. Evans and J. Woodings (eds.), vol. 24, Rochester: Boydell & Brewer, 2007, pp. 1–19
]  [11: [11] K.M. Evans (n 7)] 

The amount of detail found in the life of St Samson, coupled with the evidence for the presence of a real Samson during the Council of Paris (561 A.D) supports the theory that Illtud was a real person however.[footnoteRef:12][12]Even though there is conflict between the medieval hagiographers that question their credibility, it is clear that the legend of a man named Illtud had definitely arisen by the 9th century. His name is mentioned in another text, though his name is given as “Iltud”.  [12: 
[12] T. Young, “Research design: Llantwit Major summer 2023”, GeoArch Report 2023, p. 2, 2023. [Online] ] 

This text is actually the Historia Brittonum, assembled in the 9th century perhaps by multiple authors, such as Nennius, Gildas, and Bede. [footnoteRef:13][13]It’s interesting to note that Gildas is said to be connected to Illtud too, but for the purpose of this discussion a focus is to be made on Nennius. This is because, according to Andrew Evans, who references David Dumville, it is likely that Nennius – or “Ninnius” - is the autor of a section in the Historia that recounts old folk tales. In this section, a story of a floating altar and the corpse of a “holy man”, is presented before the saint, who then establishes a church around the relics.[footnoteRef:14][14] [13: [13] M. Ferruci, “A discussion on the validity of Nennius and the Historia Brittonum”, Southern Connecticut State University, United States, May, 2014, p. 2 [Online]
]  [14: [14] A. Evans, “The Levitating Altar of Saint Illtud”, Folklore, vol 122, Apr 2011, pp. 55 - 75] 

As Andrew Evans notes, this same story is repeated with certain differences in the life of St Illtud, written in the 12th century as specified above. The version is found on page 225 of a recent edition of A. W. Wade- Evan’s Vitae Sanctorum Britaniae  et Genealogiae, edited by Scott Lloyd: 
One day as he was sitting at the mouth of the cave, he saw a skiff coming and approaching the shore. When it had reached the shore, he saw two very honourable men in the skiff rowing, and one altar supported by the divine will above the form of the skiff. Saint Illtud went to meet it, uttering words of welcome with gladness. And they after a little conversation gave the sweet-smelling body of a certain most holy man to saint Illtud, revealing his name, and after revealing [it] they forbade him ever to divulge it. And so, the body having been consigned to the blessed Illtud, they returned. These things done, he took the body and the altar which had been above the form of the most holy man, and buried it honourably in the cave, the altar being placed over the buried body held up by the divine will as it had been before, by means of which numerous miracles were performed on account of its sanctity.[footnoteRef:15][15] [15: 
[15] A. W. Wade-Evans, Vitae Sanctorum Britaniae et Genealogiae, edited by S. Lloyd. 2013 (new ed.), Cardiff: Ashley Drake Publishing Ltd. pp. 225 - 226] 

It's possible that this text was paraphrased directly from the version found in the Historia, though in that older version a church was founded in the area, and folk tales of people who tried to test the truth of this tale and met unfortunate ends are mentioned.[footnoteRef:16][16] An interesting detail in the later version of the story is the sweet odour of the body, or “sanctity” odour as Evans writes. From his writing it is suggested that this could refer to the body of another saint, which follows the trend that Illtud was connected to and revered by other saints.  [16: 
[16] A. Evans (n 14)] 

It's clear that St Illtud was a well-known figure during the 9th century, connected to holiness and perhaps sanctity. It’s difficult to place his historical footing though, however, as will be discussed, the amount of written material, and sites, connected to this character suggests there was a real-life person to inspire it all. 
We know the veneration for St Illtud is continued at least into the 12th century, thanks to the writing of his life, which provides a lot more detail about the saint. From it we receive his genealogy, travels and other stories, including multiple miracles. 
The life was originally written as a part of the colossal manuscript, the Cotton Vespasian A. XIV.[footnoteRef:17][17] Many of these stories were likely copied from now lost sources, and in Illtud’s case it is believed by some that this is the case. Elissa Henken touches upon this in her Traditions of Welsh Saints, and the following too.[footnoteRef:18][18] The motives of some of the authors contributing to this work are worth considering. For instance, Henkins recounts that in the Life of St Illtud a tale is recounted where Illtud stops the tide of the sea from flooding a portion of land where he had built dykes, with his staff. She correctly notes that this is not an uncommon theme in another saint’s lives, like that of Gildas and Paulinus. We don’t fully know, but perhaps these different lives were written in contest of each other, to boost popularity for the saints from their individual lands or monasteries. [footnoteRef:19][19] [17: [17] M. Foster, Spiritual Temproreralities in Late Medieval Europe, 2010, Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publisher, p. 58]  [18: 
[18] E. Henken, Traditions of the Welsh Saints, 1987, Cambridge: Boydell & Brewer Ltd]  [19: [19] Ibid. p. 111] 

We find other traditions in Illtud’s Vita common to saints. For example, Illtud is aided by a tamed stag whom he protects at towards the beginning of his time as a hermit in Wales. A stag goes on to mate with the mare aiding Illtud in carrying provisions for the construction of his monastery, and a spectacular animal of great speed is born. Another tradition revolves around a Golden Stag’s head buried to the west of Llanwit Major, which is said to restore the town to its former importance and prosperity.[footnoteRef:20][20] Therefore, although stags appear in other saints’ lives, such as St Teilo and St Eustace,[footnoteRef:21][21] Illtud appears to have a particular connection to the animal in relation to Llandwit Major especially.  [20: [20] Ibid. p. 112]  [21: 
[21] D. R. Mosley, “Stags, Green Men, Creation, and Mystagogy in the Church”, The Epostelarian around the Web, Jun. 4, 2018. [Online] 
] 

Much of Illtud’s veneration starts at Llantwit major, and it is sited by K. M. Evans as the point from which his cult grew. It is considered a more popular location then Caldey Island as the site of the saint’s famous monastery,[footnoteRef:22][22] and if we take Llanwit Major’s Welsh name into account – Llanilltud Fawr (meaning the “church of Illtud”) – it’s even possible to match it up with the climax of Illtud’s Vita. Here, a resistance to the king William from the Northern Britons has sparked off a Northern Welsh – supposedly from Gwynedd (Snowdonia) - invasion of Glamorgan, St Illtud’s district. The “incautious” enemy forces attack at night:  [22: [22] K. M. Evans (n 3), p. 21] 

Therefore, a nocturnal fight began between the two battlefronts, until many fell dead fro the hurling of stones and the vibration of spears, and others, very many, wounded, suffered greatly, groaning in the contest. Whilst such things were being don, thick sparks frequently appeared in the air between the church of St Illtud and the fortress of king Meirchion, which was near the battle. They shone intensely like lightning, to protect the catholic people; angelic signs they appeared to be.[footnoteRef:23][23] [23: [23] A. W. Evans (Trans.) (n 15), f. 26. Vita Sancti Iltuti, p. 233] 

Though this romantic depiction of the battle highlights another common theme Illtud shares with other saints – divine protection and supernatural or angelic intervention – the keywords are “church of St Illtud”, which one could attribute to the placename “Llanilltud”. There is also the earlier mention of Glamorgan under attack, which is the county that house Llantwit Major.
Other traditions specific to Llantwit Major and St Illtud include the stories of his bells. A notable tale is how a bell made for St David, by St Gildas, was shown to St Illtud by a messenger on his way to deliver the gift. The bell wrung for Illtud, but the bell would not work for David, who sent it back to its “rightful owner”. Another story recounts how a horse carrying the bell, after it is stolen in a plunder by the English, returns it back to St Illtud’s church. Upon the horse placing lowering it to the floor of the church, it fell and made a crack still visible to this day according to the Vita. Henkins recounts these stories well.[footnoteRef:24][24] [24: 
[24]  Henken (n18), p. 113] 

Henken also recounts that the veneration for this bell lived on, as folklore grew surrounding the relic, which describes how the bell could be heard before any death in the parish of Llantwit Major, sometimes tolling above the house of the dying man or woman.[footnoteRef:25][24] The bell shows the importance of relics in sanctity worship, and this is certainly one of the best-known relics of St Illtud. It’s legends survival also highlights the veneration many of Llantwit Major may have felt for the saint, further suggesting it to his primary site, and showing that the worship of a saint is perhaps more intimate compared to other aspects of Catholicism and Christianity. [25: [24] Ibid.] 

But Illtud’s cult, whilst centred around Llantwit Major, also stretches further afield. Henkins also tells us that there are other sites, stones and wells, found around South Wales, notably in Breconshire – a cromlech at Llandridan, and a well at Llanhamlach – and in the Gower too at Llanrhidian. His festive burial site is also located in Breconshire, in the parish of Dyfynnog. Dyfynnog is a small village near Sennybridge.[footnoteRef:26][25] It’s interesting to see a cluster of sites for one saint, so close together. It suggests that members of this area in the past particularly venerated Illtud, and that makes an even stronger for an historic figure once very active the specific areas of Glamorgan, and Breconshire, which are close together. The locality of St Illtud’s cult could make his history more believable, and less fuelled by propagandists working on a more widespread scale. [26: [25] Ibid.] 

An interesting aspect of the St Illtud, which going off the information above does not feature in his cult, is his link to King Arthur, and the Knights of the Round Table. A new addition to the 12th century life of St Illtud was his genealogical connection to the legendary King Arthur. King Arthur appears in various excerpts from 12th centrury Latin Hagiography, again in the Cotton Vespasien text, playing a role in the lives of Gildas, Cadoc, Padarn, Carantoc and Illtud, though often as a negative player until his “redemption”.[footnoteRef:27][26] [27: 
[26] Putter, A. “The Twelfth Century Arthur”, in The Cambridge Companion to the Arthurian Legendp, Archibold, E. (ed.), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 38
] 

Illtud’s Vita places him with Arthur for only a short period. Towards the start of the life, we discover that Illtud is the cousin of the legendary King, and the saint leaves his home country of Brittany to join him at court:
In the meantime the magnificent soldier hearing of the magnificence of his cousin, King Arthur, desired to visit the court of so great a conqueror. He left what we call Further Britannia, Brittany, and arrived by sailing, and here he saw a very great company of soldiers, being also honourably received at that place, and being rewarded as regards his military desire. His desire to receive guerdons being also satisfied, he withdrew very pleased from the royal court.[footnoteRef:28][27] [28: [27] A. W. Evans (n 15) f. 2, Vita Sancti Iltuti, p. 197] 

Of course, there is very little historical ground for this relationship, however it is not an uncommon trend for saints to have royal connections. One could argue it rather exaggerates the life of this saint to place him with King Arthur, but afterall the  Vita Iltuti was written at a later date, so the historical credit of this figure shouldn’t be completely dispelled because of the link to King Arthur, especially when the reality of a real King Arthur is still debated by scholars.
According to the Vita St Illtud goes on to boost his military career, entering the service of King Poulentus, who escribed as a Glamorgan king.[footnoteRef:29][28] Again, the locality of the saint is a talking point here, this could be a plausible explanation for the arrival of St Illtud to his specific area of veneration. If anything, it shows that he did not appear out of nowhere. After visits from angels, and a difficult meeting with St Cadog, who has Illtud’s companions struck down dead after they try to rob him, Illtud takes to the life of a Hermit and goes on to become a monk, and build a monastery in this area.  [29: [28] Ibid.] 

Another different aspect in the Life of St Illtud is that as a young man, he has a wife. This is a remarkably different trait compared to other saints, particularly the later ones, who are normally completely celibate. St Illtud does leave his wife after his meeting with Cadoc, and she goes on to appear later on in the story too. She is Trinihid, and though not a saint, she is at first given the high praise in Illtud’s Vita: 
The Wife formerly of the blessed Illtud, named Triniihid, the chastest of women, passed her life subject to chastity on account of separation of her husband, so her mind strove, so was the bent of er intention, constant in prayer, temperate in speech, keen on every good work.[footnoteRef:30][29] [30: [29] Ibid. pp. 217 - 218] 

After visiting Illtud whilst he is a somewhat scruffy hermit, shocked by what she sees in her former husband’s appearance – once a handsome soldier – she becomes blinded. It is interesting to consider that this could be a jab at the lack of purity in this women compared to Illtud, but little research is done on the matter. St Illtud heals her, and this has built up a tradition which makes St Illtud someone who assists in eye problems.
The final sources to mention Illtud from the 12th century to be discussed are the Welsh Triads. Though the name referred to here is “Eltud”, scholars have concluded that Eltud and Illtud can be seen as the same. Butler’s Lives of Welsh Saints is a well referenced testament to this fact.[footnoteRef:31][30] Butler asserts that Illtud is mentioned as a special knight, who, alongside Cadoc and Peredur, is charged with protecting the Holy Grail. Peredur can be identified as Sir Percival, from Chrétien de Troyes’ work, and Illtud is sometimes theorised to be Sir Galahad, Sir Lancelot’s son. Cadoc is less certain, though based off Malorie’s LaMorte d’Arthur, a 15th century retelling of the King Arthur legend, one can assume Cadoc is Sir Boar, the third and final knight to achieve the Grail Quest.[footnoteRef:32][31] [31: 
[30] C. Howells, “The True History of Illtud of the Arthurian Legends”, The Collector, Nov. 15, 2023. [Online]
]  [32: [31] W. Caxton (ed.) La Morte d’Arthur, Thomas Malory. [Online]] 

Finally, Henkins also asserts that Illtud is found in another Triad, where he is described in triad no. 56 as one of the “Three establishers of common agriculture in Cymmry”. Eltud, or Illtud, may have been given this position for his ways of teaching, or humble beginnings once he becomes a hermit.[footnoteRef:33][32] [33: 
[32] Henken (n 18), p. 114] 

Today, Illtud is remembered as a teacher and warrior saint who likely founded a monastery of learning at Llantwit Major, a town which still honours his name. In academia, he is a challenge to the historian because of the many different texts in which he features. One thing is clear. His name was well known amongst the Medieval scholars, and his legend survived in popularity for at least three centuries. His feast day, still celebrated by some, takes place on the 6th of November.
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