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‘Archaeology is in an unequalled position to help shape revised views of the written data and thus to write new histories…’

GUY HALSALL (2010)







A QUESTION IN A CLIFF

Some twenty years ago, I found myself hanging on a rope, looking at the face of a red sandstone cliff. Pale, broken bones were sticking out of the earth near the top of the cliff. Part of a clifftop cemetery, these bones had been eroding out over time, tumbling onto the beach below, where they were discovered by walkers. I was part of a small team mounting a rescue operation to recover some of these remains and find out more about this small, forgotten cemetery on the coast of South Wales. One of the graves further back from the cliff edge was covered by a stone slab on which a cross had been roughly hewn. It was old, maybe seventh century. Some other cemeteries in Pembrokeshire, containing long cists – stone-lined graves like this – are even earlier, going back to the fifth century.

I became fascinated in burial archaeology; in questions about the relationship between archaeology and history; about whether we can trace the spread of ideas and beliefs through changes in material culture, especially during a time in Britain that is so deeply shrouded in mystery. That cross-inscribed stone got me thinking. How did Christianity reach the west? How did this religion travel so far from the land where it started, far away in the Middle East? How did it become so powerful, so quickly – how did it supersede other belief systems and rise to domination over such a vast stretch of territory?

And then I caught myself – because talking about ‘it’, as though this religion had some agency of its own, is too abstract. I realised that what I really wanted to understand was who had spread this religion. Who, how and why. What did people have to gain from joining this religious movement? If I could answer that, I’d get closer to understanding how and why Christianity was so successful.

As I started to dig into these questions, I knew that I wanted to look for evidence from many different sources. I set out prospecting for archaeological clues – hard, physical evidence. But I knew that there would be plenty of clues in the written histories too, perhaps even some that had been overlooked; hidden by a veil of mysticism, obscured by myth, worn by the passage of time.

And so I embarked on an investigative journey, which would take me from a secluded valley in South Wales to the shores of Brittany, to the heart of the Roman Empire in a time of political turmoil; in the footsteps of the apostle Paul, to the ancient city of Corinth; to fourth-century Alexandria on the Nile Delta, to Constantinople and back to the disintegrating Roman Empire in the west. And I was astonished by the answers I found. I was also surprised by how many people had been looking at this question in various different scholarly fields, while barriers between these disciplines seemed to have prevented the exchange of ideas, making it difficult to reach a holistic, integrated answer. (Some people are clearly trying to join up the conversation, but there also seems to be some resistance.)

Christianity was many things to many people, of course, as we shall see, but I ended with a surprising idea about what the Church actually was, which shed a light on how it had become so successful in such a short time. What I hadn’t anticipated when I set out was that quite so many myths would be uncovered, exposed and pierced in the course of my enquiry: myths of humble origins, asceticism, pacifism – and the popular narrative that Christianity was ever about questioning the status quo, or challenging ‘the establishment’.

Come along with me, then, as I delve into this archaeology and history – and lift the veil on secrets that have been hidden in plain sight.





A NOTE ON PAGANS

‘Paganism’ is a tricky word. It seems to be a derogatory term used by Christians, since the fourth century, for anyone who wasn’t a Christian. In pre-Christian Latin, paganus meant ‘rustic’, ‘countryside dweller’ – someone unsophisticated. But it also had a military connotation as ‘civilian’, perhaps capturing the idea of someone who was not a ‘soldier of Christ’. Christians also used other less pejorative Latin terms for non-Christians, including gentes, nationes, ethnici and sometimes Graeci (Greeks). The Greek Hellenes (Greeks, Hellenes) was used by Paul to refer to non-Jewish people, but is also used elsewhere in the Bible for Greek-speaking Jews. All these markers of in-groups and out-groups are complicated, and meanings change over time. Today, we’re perhaps most familiar with the term ‘pagan’ and occasionally ‘gentile’ today for people who were non-Christian, and then also ‘pagan’ for ancient non-Christian beliefs and religion – lumping all of that huge cultural diversity under one label.

Some historians replace paganism with ‘polytheism’, but this still sets up a hard dichotomy between Jewish and Christian monotheism on the one hand, and Greco-Roman polytheism on the other. However, some followers of traditional religions – such as those who saw Apollo or Sol Invictus (often assimilated together) as the one, supreme god – were effectively monotheists, or at least henotheists (believing one god to be superior to all the others).

Eusebius of Caesarea is one writer who attempted to define all the religions that existed in the ancient world. In his Praeparatio Evangelica, written between 313 and 324 CE, he wrote about the religions of the Greeks and barbarians, in the cities and the countryside, and how myths and rituals had developed and spread through contact between different cultures; he saw them as all having something in common, as branches of the same tree. He was rehearsing an idea that earlier writers had articulated. But what he didn’t do was recognise Judaism, and its offspring Christianity, as branches of that tree; Eusebius wanted to set these two religions apart, and to lump all the others together as one thing, ‘paganism’, even if he didn’t use that word.

Historians and theologians through time have tended to follow the same taxonomic instinct as Eusebius – categorising Judaism and Christianity as something completely different from all the other religions around at the time. This is to ignore the evolution of those religions out of polytheistic traditions (so brilliantly expounded in Anatomy of God by the historian of religion Francesca Stavrakopolou) while also glossing over the many elements that Christianity borrowed, not just from other religions, but also from Greek philosophy. Writers in antiquity were also divided – some stressing the separateness of Christianity from traditional Greco-Roman philosophy and religion; others emphasising a continuity with antique intellectual traditions.

Now I’m in a bind, as I want to look at the expansion of Christianity from a political perspective, and so it’s useful to have an understandable word that sums up ‘the rest’, and in modern discourse ‘paganism’ is that word. So I’m getting my excuses in here, as to why I’m persisting in using the term. But at the same time, I want to emphasise that it’s really just a convenient label. We shouldn’t take it to mean that there are no similarities or links between Christianity and ‘pagan’ beliefs and practices. To do that would be to fall into a dangerous trap where Christianity springs into existence in a moment of divine creation, rather than evolving out of the Jewish tradition and then absorbing many different influences – including Greek philosophy and broader Roman culture. It’s possible to push the uniqueness of Christianity to a point where you end up with a very myopic or blinkered view, where any ideas and practices that emerged within a Christian framework or setting are seen as entirely de novo inventions. (Some theologians and historians have been guilty of doing this in the past, treating concepts of morality and charity as uniquely Christian, for instance.) Those blinkers also discourage us from looking at wider political, social and other more personal reasons for human behaviour; instead, reducing everything to theology and personal religious beliefs.

People are complex, human societies are complex, and over the course of my investigation, I found many and varied reasons to explain the success of Christianity. But by the end, I would be very sure that the main reasons were not to be found in the pages of the Bible, but in a powerful alliance born of complex – and very human – incentives.





1 LAND OF SAINTS
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‘Both the laity and clergy in Ireland, Scotland and Wales held in such veneration portable bells… that they were much more afraid of swearing falsely by them than the gospels; because from some hidden and miraculous power with which they are gifted, and the vengeance of the saint to whom they are particularly pleasing, their despisers and transgressors are severely punished.’

GERALD OF WALES (c. 1146–1223 CE)





The Lost Monastery

I arrived in Llantwit Major on a beautiful summer day, though there was an unusual chill in the air. Driving along progressively narrower lanes looping around St Illtud’s medieval church, I eventually found myself turning through a gate into a sloping field, fringed with ash trees that seemed to have miraculously escaped dieback, and elders bearing creamy white flowers. Rooks were chatting loudly in the trees; a wood pigeon cooed. On the lower half of the field, archaeologists had stripped away the turf and were digging down into dark sediments. The remains of tumbledown walls were appearing deep in the earth.

I’d come to see Tim Young, an archaeologist from Cardiff University with a special interest in metallurgy. But what he was hoping to find here wasn’t metal – but a monastery. Because there’s a story about Llantwit Major – a story that claims it was the site of a very early, and extremely important, medieval monastery. The problem is, there are no traces of it today. Some have suggested that it’s little more than a myth, a historical illusion. Archaeology, though, is about the remains of material culture – cold, hard evidence, buried in the ground. Tim was there at Llantwit, with colleagues and a cohort of enthusiastic students, ready to dig into the mystery and search for elusive physical traces of the fabled monastery – if indeed such traces existed. If they did, and he was able to find them, he’d have found the earliest monastery in Wales; perhaps even the earliest monastery in Britain.

The archaeologists had uncovered one wall thought to be of Norman age (five centuries too late for the early medieval period), but it ran over and through earlier walls – could these be part of the lost monastery? Charred wheat found in the last season’s dig had been radiocarbon dated to the late sixth/early seventh century. But Tim was really hoping to find even earlier archaeology, from the fifth century – when Britain officially ceased to be part of the Roman Empire and slid into what has been called the Dark Ages. The historical sources are very sparse for this period of British history, making archaeological evidence even more precious. But we do know that it was broadly an era of political turmoil, as the western half of the Roman Empire fragmented into smaller kingdoms. It was also a time of religious transformation, even here, on what had been the extreme north-western edge of the Empire; the ends of the earth. Christianity was spreading and embedding itself in the landscape. And that’s what Tim was hoping to trace in these fields below the much later church: some of the earliest traces of that eastern religion, many miles from its birthplace, here in Britain.

Tim opened his hand to show me something he’d found. It was a small lump of clay; I found it hard to believe that it could be a significant clue, but Tim’s expertise in ancient metallurgy now came to the fore. This little piece of clay had come from a layer of blackened, charcoal-rich sediment, full of metal-working residues. It was baked hard as stone, and curved to fit something on its inner surface. Tim believed that it could, possibly, have once coated a bell. He’d seen this sort of thing before.

Bells feature in early texts from the insular or Celtic Church; they were used to mark time, to call monks to prayer and to punctuate the liturgy. And, as Tim told me, many actual bells still exist – as physical artefacts. Most of these are still held within their churches, where they may have been kept safe by a succession of bell-keepers. Very rarely, they are found in archaeological digs. There are around fifty from Ireland, twelve from Scotland, and a couple from early medieval sites in England. Only one has been found in Wales, but historical sources refer to them being made there: the Welsh saint Gildas was reputed to have made bells for himself, as well as for St Bridget and St Caradoc.

These religious bells were made from sheet iron, folded and riveted, and then finished – brazed – with bronze. Some are inscribed with crosses. They’re very similar to other iron bells that were used at the time for a whole range of domestic and agricultural purposes, some of which were also brazed.

In the winter of 2004–2005, archaeologists were digging at a site near Clonfad, in central Ireland, checking for archaeological remains before a new road was constructed. The route of the road had been adjusted to avoid a ruined church and graveyard, but the archaeologists quickly realised that they were digging within the wider enclosure of an abandoned, early medieval monastery. And this site was totally dominated by evidence for iron-working – the archaeologists uncovered nearly 2 tonnes of iron-working debris. (It’s an important reminder that monasteries in Britain and Ireland were often sites of industrial metalworking, as well as agricultural estates and trade hubs, and they were often very large compared with high-status secular sites.) Along with the iron-working debris at Clonfad, the archaeologists found fifty-two baked clay fragments. Those pieces of clay were important clues – they preserved the shape of the objects they’d once encased: handbells. Some even bore the impressions of rivets. And they proved crucial to working out how the bells were brazed; Tim Young himself carried out experiments in order to understand the process.

It seems that an iron bell would have been made in the usual way, then wrapped in cloth and finally shrouded in clay, leaving the rim exposed. Then copper ingots were placed on the rim of the upturned bell, which was then put into a brazing hearth. As the cloth burned away, the copper would melt and flow over the surface of the bell, filling the gap between the bell and its clay shroud. When it cooled, the fired clay could be broken off – leaving the newly brazen bell. The thin coat of copper would transform the mundane iron bell into something beautiful, lustrous with divinity, rust-proof – and apparently even sounding better too. The brazen bells would be blessed; later medieval laws differentiated between ‘baptised’ and ‘unbaptised’ bells.

So far, there’s one other site with evidence of brazen-bell-making like this in Ireland; while many monasteries would have had metalworking happening on site, this creation of brazed bells was a specialist process, requiring expert smithing knowledge and skills. Had Tim just found another brazed-bell-manufacturing site, here in Wales? That fragment of baked clay was too small to be sure, for now – but I hoped Tim’s excavation might eventually uncover more. That could strengthen the case for an early ecclesiastical site here.

I left the trenched field, its dark earth keeping its secrets for now, and crossed the road into the churchyard of St Illtud’s. The church sprawled across its whole length. It had been extended several times, growing as long as a cathedral – as long as St David’s, the vicar proudly informed me. The latest renovation had involved the transformation of the Galilee chapel at its western end into a gallery to house five great stones which had been hauled inside, out of the churchyard. The move had been controversial; some had wanted the stones left where they belonged, outside, but the patterns on the stones that had survived for centuries were wearing away, and it would be sad to see them disappear now.

Two stones – one short, one tall – may have formed part of a doorway. Two were like flattened obelisks, or tombstones with sloping sides. One, set in the centre, was a familiar design of Celtic cross – a wheel cross – its circular head reunited with its body. It was covered in intricate patterns: snaking key-patterning and intertwined Celtic lattices. Crosses like this turn up all over Wales, Ireland and Scotland, as a staple of insular art. It’s unclear how the design emerged; some have suggested it developed out of a pagan sun symbol. Or that it was designed that way deliberately to appeal to pagans as a new religion took hold. Patterns engraved on Welsh crosses tend to be less elaborate than other examples, but they do often include inscriptions. This cross was no exception – its base was inscribed with a dedication:


hanc crucem Houelt preparavit pro anima Res Patris eius

‘This cross Houelt [Hywel] prepared for the soul of his father Res [Rhys]’



The tall slab to the right of the cross was covered in what looked like a dense pattern at first glance – right across the face that had been determined as its front, standing here in this new gallery. But the writing – cursive Latin – was much more like handwriting than a regular, capital-lettered, Roman inscription. There were no gaps between the words, but with some help, I could match up the inscription with a transcript – and its translation.


In nomine d[e]i summi incipit crux salutaris quae preparavit Samsonis apatis pro anima sua et pro anima Iuthahelo Rex et Artmali et Tecai

‘In the name of God most high begins the cross of Salvation prepared by [Abbot] Samson for his soul and the soul of King Iuthahelo [Idwal] and Artmal and Tecai’



Strange names, some of them – almost lost in the shadows of the Dark Ages. But they can be cross-referenced with literary references. Samson is a familiar biblical name, and a common enough name for abbots, it seems, but there is a particular Samson mentioned in an eighth-century grant, along with a king called Iudhail, presumed to be a variant spelling of Iuthahelo. A very similar name, Juthael, appears in the royal genealogy of the western region of Brittany known as Domnonia. These stones, inscribed with the names of abbots and kings, bear witness to Llantwit Major having been a very important place indeed – a place with royal connections. And in fact the court of the pre-Norman kings of Glamorgan lay just 4 miles to the north, at Llysworney.

The tall stone standing to the left of the wheel cross had also once been the base of a cross. It was covered in faded patterns on its front surface, and round the back, I found a crudely inscribed cross followed by just a few letters: ILTI… the end of the word had fractured away.

When I got home, I tracked down more information about this cross and its inscription – in a late-eighteenth-century journal article, dusted off and digitised in that vast virtual library of the internet. I noticed the author of that article had recorded a longer version of the inscription: ILTU TI; a couple more letters had clearly fallen away since that record had been made. Stylistically, this cross must have been carved in the tenth century – but the name is that of someone who’s thought to have lived at least four centuries earlier – the very saint Llantwit is named after: Illtud.

Llantwit Major is the anglicised version of the Welsh, Llanilltud Fawr, loosely translating as ‘the great church of Illtud’. While some have suggested that this place was just named after the cult of Illtud, long after he’d died, medieval documentary sources claim a more tangible connection between the man and the place: that he had founded or at least run the monastery here. And if that’s true, that makes him a very significant figure in the early history of Christianity in Britain. The medieval literature is tricky – history mixed up with myth. But it must surely contain some clues. It was time for me to dive into the hagiographies – the medieval biographies of saints – and Illtud is mentioned in several.



The Life of a Saint

Illtud’s own hagiography, the Vita Sancti Iltuti, or Life of Saint Illtud, was written in the twelfth century, six hundred years after Illtud is thought to have lived. It would have been based on earlier sources, certainly, but veers determinedly into the realms of myth, even connecting Illtud with perhaps the most famous British legend of all.

It tells us that he was born in Brittany, the son of a Breton noble descended from dispossessed British nobility – ‘Bicanus was distinguished, a most famous soldier, illustrious by ancestry and through military prowess’ – and a British princess called Rieingulid. After a good education in the ‘seven arts’, Illtud became a soldier, but was still renowned throughout Gaul for his philosophical discourse. Then, we’re told, he travelled to Britain to see his famous cousin – none other than the legendary (and certainly not historical) King Arthur. After spending a period of time at King Arthur’s court, the Life recounts, Illtud went on to become master of the soldiers at another court, that of Poulentus, king of Glamorgan.

The Life then describes how, following a narrow escape from disaster on a hunting expedition (when all of the rest of the royal household was swallowed up by the earth), Illtud had a dream in which an angel told him to ditch his military career – and his wife – and become a cleric. The requirement for celibacy here seems to reflect the cultural milieu of the writer rather than that of Illtud’s time; by the twelfth century, Lateran Councils had declared that priests must be unmarried. Although celibacy had been promoted in monastic settings for centuries, there had been no general rules about clerics marrying before this. In fact, some monasteries were run by dynasties, with abbots’ sons inheriting their fathers’ positions. But, as it’s related in the Life, Illtud behaved as he would have been expected to had he wanted to be a cleric in the twelfth century (when this hagiography was written): he pushed his wife away, saying, ‘Thou shalt not cling to me further.’ Having escaped that obligation, he then went off and found a suitable place to live and build himself an oratory or chapel: a lovely fertile valley called Hodnant; and the bishop of Llandaff made him an abbot. And so the monastery of Llanilltud was founded.

The Life of Saint Illtud contains a few miracles: that escape from being swallowed up by the earth; a story about Illtud forcing the sea back in order to enlarge the meadows for the monastery’s cattle; a magical delivery of corn from Llanilltud’s stores over to Brittany to relieve a famine; and a miracle to satisfy Illtud’s own hunger, during an episode when he was hiding from his followers in a cave, on a sort of three-year-long sabbatical, where an angel conveniently delivered fresh bread and fish to him, every nine hours. These are all biblically inspired miracles – with similar versions appearing in many saints’ stories. But there’s another, more unusual, miracle detailed in the Life; a minor but distinctive, magical episode – and it features a bell. Illtud apparently took a shining to a sweet-sounding brass bell that a traveller was delivering to (the saint-to-be) David. When the bell reached David, it wouldn’t ring – so David decided it was meant for Illtud, and sent it back to him. (With the tantalising suggestion that brazen bells may have been made at Llantwit Major, it’s hard not to hope that there’s a distant ring of truth to this one.) Finally, the Life of Saint Illtud recounts how Illtud returned to his homeland of Brittany, and died at the monastery of Dol.

While the Life of Saint Illtud is an entertaining read, it’s probably not particularly useful as a source of historical facts. Not only was it written many centuries after the events it claims to record, it was compiled at a time when the Welsh dioceses were being reorganised – and pilgrimage sites were also being created and promoted. (Tim Young calls the Life, ‘The Rough Guide to Llantwit’ – it describes key spots in the landscape, for pilgrims to visit.) Pilgrimage was a big money-making exercise for the Church, and the need to promote the importance of Llanilltud was perhaps more pressing than historical accuracy. The monastery had much to gain if its founder could be claimed to have descended from royalty – and of course connected with King Arthur himself – as well as being a saint.

On the one hand, we are very fortunate that the Christian tradition was a literary one, that we have surviving documents like the Life of Saint Illtud, because otherwise we’d be left looking at that name inscribed on the back of a medieval stone and wondering who on earth Illtud was, and why someone saw fit to memorialise him in this way. But on the other hand, these histories, preserved by generations of monks, nuns and priests, scribbling in their scriptoria, laying their oak-gall ink on calfskin vellum, present us with an extremely skewed view of the past and its people, even when we get past the myths. It’s important to remember that those histories were politically relevant at the time they were being written – they were not only about the Church, but for the Church. All these sources will be biased – some more than others. And perhaps unsurprisingly, historians tend to treat this particular Life of Saint Illtud with a very healthy dose of scepticism – it’s heavily mythologised and probably largely fictional.

Luckily, there are mentions of Illtud in hagiographies of some other saints. The earliest of these sources is very early indeed: the first Vita Sancti Samsonis or Life of Saint Samson, written by a Breton monk, is thought to date to around 700 CE (and may have been based on even earlier sources). Interestingly, it’s much more down-to-earth than the later Life of Saint Illtud, containing far fewer miracles. Illtud also gets a mention in the Life of Paul Aurelian, written in the ninth century, the Life of Cadoc, written in the eleventh, and the Life of Gildas, written in the twelfth. (It’s also possible he gets a mention in an even earlier source too – Gildas himself, who’s thought to have lived in the sixth century, wrote a polemic in which he criticised the king of Gwynedd, Maglocunus or Maelgwn, saying, ‘But warnings are certainly not wanting to thee, since thou hadst had as instructor the most refined teacher of almost the whole of Britain’ – that instructor, though unnamed, could have been Illtud.) Apart from those hagiographies, Illtud is also mentioned in Welsh lists of the genealogies of saints. Together, these various sources indicate that he was a real person, and, triangulating from other people mentioned, point to him having been alive from the late fifth into the early sixth century.

But unfortunately there’s not much else that the various sources concur on, when it comes to the details of Illtud’s life. Even the most basic biographic details are often found to be contradictory. The Life of Saint Illtud says that he was from Brittany, and eventually returned there, to the monastery of Dol, where he died. But in the Life of Samson, Illtud is Welsh, and is said to have died in his own monastery in South Wales. Given that Samson’s hagiography was written so much earlier – five hundred years or so before the Life of Saint Illtud – it’s considered more authentic and reliable. It seems very unlikely that Illtud died in Brittany, and, in fact, there’s no suggestion in any other documentary source that he even visited Brittany at all. (While there are places in Brittany that are definitely named after Illtud, with more than twenty Breton churches dedicated to him, this doesn’t necessarily tell us he was ever there; it could have been the cult rather than the man himself that travelled, perhaps because he was known and revered as the teacher of Samson and Paul Aurelian, two of the founder-saints of Brittany.) There are other contradictions in the sources, including over which clergyman appointed Illtud as an abbot, and where his monastery was sited. For instance, the Life of Paul Aurelian, written by a Breton monk, places Illtud’s monastery on Caldey Island, 80 miles away from Llantwit Major, off the coast of West Wales. It’s all a bit of a mess.

There are just a few points where the sources are in agreement. Illtud’s character and reputation as a scholar are unimpeachable. In the Life of Paul Aurelian, Illtud is described as ‘a man of noble birth and great learning’. The Life of Samson records that saint being taken by his parents to ‘the school of the famous master of the Britons, named Illtud’. The passage continues: ‘Illtud was truly the most accomplished of all of the Britons in all of the Scriptures – Old and New Testaments – and in all kinds of science, and geometry, rhetoric, grammar, arithmetic, and all kinds of philosophy.’ (It’s interesting that this Life of Samson gives Illtud such a thorough introduction, suggesting he wouldn’t have been familiar to readers, perhaps.) This education wasn’t free – the Life of Samson tells us that his parents followed the custom of donating gifts to Llanilltud. (His parents were clearly very wealthy; they’d visited another holy man when they were having difficulty conceiving, and gifted him three silver ingots – each as big as Samson’s mother – in order to improve their fertility.)

Distilling everything down, the only really reliable facts that we can glean about Illtud from all these sources are the rough dates of when he was alive – and that he was an abbot and famous teacher at Llanilltud, the monastery named after him, and perhaps founded by him. As for the rest, maybe Illtud really was a soldier for a time; maybe he really was descended from royalty; but we may have to accept we’ll never know the details. But all these sources, especially that very early Life of Samson, do tell us something important about the wider context, about what Christianity in Wales was like in the middle of the first millennium.

It’s hard to know when Christianity ‘officially’ reached South Wales – as an organised religion. It could have been established there from the early fifth century, or even back in the fourth, when Britannia was still part of the Roman Empire. The Life of Samson contains the earliest reference to a bishop in Wales: Samson is consecrated as a bishop by an existing bishop, Dubricius (Dyfrig in Welsh), around 521. It’s assumed that this bishop Dubricius presided over a Welsh see or bishopric, but the details of his life are lost in myth, with later legends adding to the fable, even claiming that he crowned (the legendary) King Arthur. Still, the fact that a seventh-century source records one bishop anointing another in 521 reveals not only the presence of Christians in Wales by that time, but of an organised, established form of Christianity.

The Life of Samson also tells us that Illtud was a follower of a certain St Germanus, who was bishop of Autissiodorum (modern Auxerre, in central France) in the first half of the fifth century. But here we must question the historical accuracy of the Life of Samson, as the dates don’t work. Germanus of Auxerre was dead by the year 448, while Illtud is thought to have been born around 460, and didn’t found his monastery until the early sixth century. It’s been suggested that the writer of the Life of Samson was getting mixed up with another Germanus; one who was bishop of Paris in the sixth century. Despite this muddle over names, then, this still suggests a connection between churches in Wales and central Gaul.

And, in fact, the hagiographies suggest an even stronger connection existed between the early Church in Wales and the far north-western corner of Gaul. The writer of the Life of Samson was himself a monk in Brittany (apparently tasked with writing this biography by a Cornish bishop, with the very excellent name Tigernomalus). Samson, apparently coming from South Wales himself, was educated at Llanilltud, and then reputedly went on to found various monasteries, including one at Dol in Brittany, where he became both abbot and bishop. He’s considered to be one of the seven founding saints of Brittany, to this day.

So, while Illtud himself remains something of a shadowy figure, all these stories about him – and Samson – open up a window on early Christianity in north-west Europe.

Here are four observations:

First: there seems to be a very strong link between Christian and Roman traditions. We can see that quite clearly in the curriculum on offer at Illtud’s monastery-school. The Life of Samson says that Illtud was an expert in ‘all kinds of science, and geometry, rhetoric, grammar, arithmetic, and all kinds of philosophy’ – as well as the Scriptures, the implication being that you could learn all of that at his monastery. It looks very much like a standard classical, Roman education with added lessons on Christian scripture. Cicero described the subjects that were taught in Roman schools back in the first century BCE: literature, rhetoric, philosophy, mathematics, music, geometry and astronomy. When Illtud is described in his own hagiography as being trained in the ‘seven arts’, those would have been similar subjects – a solid Roman-style education, which would go on to be the mainstay of medieval schooling.

Second: there’s a resoundingly clear link between religious and secular power in these hagiographies – between kings and princes, abbots and bishops. The details may be somewhat hazy, but we’re being told that all these important people in the early Church were all part of the nobility, all drawn from the elite echelons of post-Roman society. Even if we have doubts about the historical veracity of the Life of Saint Illtud, there are so many royal connections it’s hard to ignore that milieu, at least. The more dependable Life of Samson tells us that he was high-born too: ‘…the parents of this married couple [Samson’s parents] were court officials of the kings of their respective provinces’ and that ‘[Samson] was nobly reared, following the noble custom of his ancestors’. Important to that ‘rearing’ was a good education, just as the sons of the nobility had received for centuries, back in the glory days of the Roman Empire. Illtud’s monastery-school was a training college for the elite, including would-be clerics (and royalty, if Illtud was indeed ‘the refined teacher’ of Maelgwn, mentioned by Gildas), many of whom would later be remembered as saints. Some of them may have been truly, deeply pious, devout and prayerful; some may have been motivated more by naked self-interest and ambition. But there’s one thing we can be sure of: they were all from noble families – they were all part of the social elite. And training the children of the elite, in that classical-plus-Christian education, would have provided a monastery with an income stream, on top of its agricultural wealth.

Third: Christianity certainly doesn’t look like a recently introduced phenomenon in South Wales when Illtud was alive, presiding over his monastery in the late fifth or early sixth century. Instead, it appears to have already been operating as a highly organised, well-resourced, embedded and established organisation.

And the fourth observation we can make is that this organisation was very well networked, with connections from Wales to ecclesiastical centres in Cornwall, Ireland, Gaul – and, especially, Brittany.

Even if Illtud himself was not a Breton, or buried at Dol, we’re still seeing plenty of evidence of important links between Wales and Brittany in the hagiographies. It felt like an important lead. If I wanted to understand how – and why – Christianity had become quite so embedded in Wales by the middle of the first millennium, I might find more clues across the Channel. I needed to go on a voyage.

And Brittany is absolutely stacked full of saints.




Saints Everywhere

Place names are like archaeological clues, hidden in the landscape – preserved memories. Take a road trip around Brittany, or just peruse a map, and you see that it is liberally sprinkled with saints’ names. Some of them are really obvious – they have ‘Saint’ in them: Saint-Malo, Saint-Cado, Saint-Brieuc, Saint-Coulomb, Saint-Gildas-de-Rhuys – the list goes on and on. But there are even more: any place name beginning with Plou- will be followed by a saint’s name; the same with Lan-. Very few of these saints are recognised as such by the Catholic Church today – they are local saints, and they belong to an earlier strand of Christianity. And these saintly Breton place names are also distinctly, well, un-French.

Just as the map of Brittany is dominated by saints’ names, so is its early written history – most of it coming down to us in the form of hagiographies, those ‘Lives of Saints’. It’s the same in Wales, Cornwall – and Ireland. There are around a thousand Irish saints mentioned in medieval sources, though some may be doubled up. St Patrick (who sounds much less Irish and much more Roman in the original – Patricius) alone has dozens of places named after him. In Cornwall, there are around 140 sites with saints’ names. There are over 500 Welsh saints mentioned in the annals and 346 of those are associated with specific places. And in Brittany, around 700 early medieval saints are recorded, with literally hundreds of place names containing saints. What’s fascinating is that there’s also quite a lot of overlap between these regions – particularly between Wales, Cornwall and Brittany – with the same saint’s name (with varying spellings) appearing in different places.

This may not come as too much of a surprise. We might expect to find cultural similarities in these areas; after all, they have a long, shared heritage, with closely related languages whose origins go right back into prehistory, before the Romans arrived in north-west Europe. Those languages are described as ‘Celtic’ (although this is a label applied by later linguists; no one in antiquity would have used that word to describe their languages, but they would surely have recognised the similarities between them). The Celtic language family includes two main branches: the Goidelic languages, which are Irish, Scottish Gaelic and Manx, and the Brythonic or Brittonic languages: Welsh, Cornish and Breton. Latin was spoken alongside those languages in Roman times and beyond, with plenty of Latin loanwords ending up absorbed into Celtic languages. Some of the same saints turn up in each of these areas, but the formulation of the place names is similar too, with similar prefixes – coming ultimately from Celtic or Latin roots – found in Wales, Cornwall and Brittany.

Like Brittany, Cornwall also has a lot of places simply named ‘Saint whoever’. This type of toponym is rare in Wales (and England), although fairly common across the rest of France. Sometimes the ‘saint’ bit gets dropped and the place is named very simply after the saint – like Siz, for St Sixtus, in Brittany, and Mullion, from Eglosmeylyon in Cornwall.

The Latin martyrium – for the shrine or burial place of a martyr – appears as merthyr in Wales, merther in Cornwall and merzher in Brittany. The Latin for ‘church’, ecclesia, becomes eglwys in Welsh, eglos in Cornish and iliz in Breton, while the Breton place name ending -loc comes from Latin locus, ‘[sacred] place’. Then there’s the prefix plou-, which is extremely common in Brittany. It comes from Latin plebes, ‘people’, and came to mean ‘parish’ – in other words, a whole community and a parcel of land. The cognate or equivalent Welsh and Cornish words – plwyf and plu respectively – are much rarer as place names.

The Lan- names of Brittany and Cornwall come from a Common Celtic root *landa, originally meaning ‘cleared space’, but later taking on the meaning of ‘church’; in Wales it becomes llan-, as in Llanilltud, and so many others. These names are everywhere – there are around a hundred scattered across Cornwall, 930 in Brittany and 870 in Wales. Again, these seem to map onto parishes, broadly speaking, but whereas the Welsh Llan- and Cornish Lan- names seem to be reserved for relatively important churches, operating at a parish level or above, the Breton Lan- names include much smaller, sub-parochial churches.

Now, I love diving into place names and looking for connections. I’m an anatomist after all, which is all about the naming of parts. But this exercise really does help us to reach back through the centuries and to look at how Christianity was becoming embedded in the landscape and society of north-western Europe, between 1,500 and 1,000 years ago. We’re seeing connections between Wales, Cornwall and Brittany in these similar place names; people were clearly travelling around these regions, taking ideas with them. But we can also learn something about patterns of settlement too.

The Plou- names of Brittany have been a subject of much historical debate. Along with the Lan- names, they’re thought to be early, having become attached to the landscape by the seventh century. But just who were these people, these plebes? Some have suggested that the name may have originally referred to a group of migrant British soldiers and their dependants arriving into Brittany and settling down, developing into ‘clans’ run by hereditary leaders. Others have suggested that these communities started with a religious focus. A third suggestion combines the idea of migrants with that of religious identity, hypothesising that these plebes may have originally defined and separated themselves on a cultural and religious basis, before being absorbed into, or absorbing, the wider population around them in Brittany.

Combining place names with information from land charters and facts dredged out of hagiographies, we learn something about wider political organisation at the time – how power was distributed across the landscape in the middle of the first millennium. In Cornwall and Wales, there’s a clear hierarchy – which fits with a broader picture across Britain and Ireland, and the European continent. There’s an obvious link – reflected in the literary and physical evidence – between high-status secular and ecclesiastical sites. At the top of the pile, in larger settlements, are cathedrals and basilicas, often with royal connections, and their own bishops; then there are important rural churches (baptismal churches in France, Anglo-Saxon minsters, Welsh ‘mother-churches’); then monasteries, with large rural estates; all the way down to small chapels and hermitages.

The picture in Brittany is different – flatter, with less of an obvious, nested hierarchy. There were very few episcopal centres – Vannes, and possibly Dol and Alet – and only one large monastery, at Landévennec on the west coast. Below that level there were very few high-status Breton churches – just a lot of smaller churches in villages, with all those Plou- names. This reflects a more scattered settlement pattern, typical of a semi-pastoral economy, but also the fact that there seems to have been very little in the way of large-scale landowning in early medieval Brittany. Instead, land was distributed among numerous smallholders – and the Church administration simply reflected that pattern. And while the few bishops and abbots may have officially been in charge of all these smaller establishments, the community in each Plou- setting may have been practically autonomous. But still – what we’re seeing across Wales, Cornwall and Brittany is that political organisation was religious. The Church wasn’t separate in the way we might think of it today; it was completely embedded in the political landscape.

Place names also hint at shifting power over time, as well, with different branches of the Church – completely enmeshed with wider, secular political power – vying for hegemony. In Brittany, Plou- names and Lan- names, usually combined with local Breton saints, tend to be early. To me, this suggests that Christianity, which arrived as an imported idea, quickly became a ‘home-grown’ phenomenon. After the ninth century, we see more Loc- names appearing; many of them combined not with local saints, but with Christ, Mary and Michael. This timeline seems to fit very neatly with western churches – churches that had been part of an earlier Celtic or insular tradition, doing Christianity their own way – being brought into line with the Roman Church, with local saints being sidelined.

Cornish Lan- names appear to be relatively early too, from the seventh century onwards. Records show that some of these old names were later replaced, perhaps when Cornwall was brought under the sway of the powerful Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Wessex, in the ninth century. In contrast, Llan- names in Wales continued to be introduced all the way up to the twelfth century, reflecting the persistence of the Welsh language, certainly, but also perhaps the strength and autonomy of the Welsh Church.

Heading back to the early medieval period, before all these power struggles within the Church, the place names are already helping us glimpse the way that society was organised, the way that land was divided up – and the fact that the Church was very much part and parcel of all of that. We’re seeing strong links between religious and secular power – links that go back a long way. These clues in the landscape complement what we learn from the hagiographies, including that very early Life of Saint Samson. There, we read about some noble men who assumed powerful roles in the Church, as abbots and bishops, becoming automatically transformed into saints on their deaths, while others became secular rulers – kings, princes, counts and ‘judges’. And these two branches of power supported each other. Samson, for example, was gifted the land for his monasteries from the Frankish king, and, with a second monastery at Pental on the lower Seine, in Francia, his power and reputation were ensured both there and in Brittany.

But we’re also seeing that fifth- and sixth-century Brittany does seem to be a little different from the rest of Francia, and from Britain. Not only were bishops thin on the ground, early medieval kings seem conspicuous in their absence here. So it looks as though both religious and secular power structures in Brittany were relatively decentralised and less hierarchical. It also seems that the organisation of the Church was generally a bit looser in Brittany: charters record some landholdings passing in and out of ecclesiastical ownership, for instance. This loose organisation and control may have meant that the Breton Church depended quite heavily on support from Britain – from Cornwall and Wales, in particular – for training clerics or even supplying clergy. And that’s exactly what we saw with Samson, of course, who probably came from South Wales, and was educated at Llanilltud, before travelling to Brittany to found the monastery at Dol.

Charters and place names provide us with important evidence, revealing how the Church was quite literally gaining ground as a landowner in the early medieval period and how much it was enmeshed with secular power – but here again I find myself referring to ‘it’. These place names are important in another way – they remind us that people are central to this story. They enshrine the names of influential people in the early Church – the very people who became known as saints, whose names echo down to us through the centuries, like the ringing of a distant bell.



What’s in a Name

When a personal name appears in more than one place name, it’s tempting to infer that we’re glimpsing an itinerant saint moving around the landscape – perhaps even one of the first people to bring Christianity to that region. Wherever they pause on their travels, they get a mention in a place name, like a pin stuck in the map. But unfortunately, and somewhat predictably, it’s not that simple.

First, we have to be sure that a place name really does refer to a person. There’s no hard-and-fast rule, and some ecclesiastical place names relate to aspects of the landscape, not people at all. Those might be obvious, like Llandaff/Llandaf in South Wales, which is the ‘church on the River Taff’. But sometimes confusion over a place name seems to have led to the invention of a saint where there was never one to start with. Saint-Logod in Brittany may have originally have been san-logod, the ‘valley of mice’, for instance.

Around a quarter of all the hundreds of Plou- names in Brittany are not personal names, but other nouns or adjectives, often relating to the landscape. The rest are people’s names. A third of these are unique – not known from any other sources as saints, so they don’t help us in tracing connections or journeys. (It could be that these people simply weren’t that famous beyond the local area; they may not even have held official positions in the Church; perhaps local leaders or founders of settlements were honoured in this way.)

Setting aside the more geographical Plou- names, as well as the personal names that aren’t mentioned anywhere else, we’re left with around half of the total. These relate to people who are either commemorated at other named sites, or mentioned in historical sources, such as hagiographies, so we know a bit more about them and their cults.

There were clearly no official rules about who could become a saint – that would come along much later. (In the west, you didn’t need sign-off from the Pope to be sanctified, before the twelfth century.) We can see that some of these early saints were considered to be very holy, soon after their deaths, with reports of miracles accumulating posthumously; others seemed to take time to acquire a saintly reputation. In this way, founders of settlements or local leaders could potentially morph into saints over time – a kind of ‘saintly grade inflation’. Rather like the Roman-style education on offer at Llanilltud, this also seems to be a reflection of, an extension of, Roman culture. (It could also have been a feature of Iron Age societies in Britain and Gaul too, but we know much less about those.) Emperors had always been deified on their deaths; the sanctification of local leaders such as bishops broadened that trend. This created a host of venerable ancestors for a religion that was meant to be about one supreme god, and also provided strong local links for a religion that originally emerged some five thousand kilometres away from Brittany.

With saints who pop up in more than one place, or are mentioned in literary sources as well as honoured in place names, we might hope to be able to trace their movements around the Atlantic archipelago. But it’s still more complex than it looks at first sight. Sometimes there are good, near-contemporary sources that describe those journeys – for people like the Irish monk Columbanus and the Welsh monk Samson (of Dol), for instance, whose hagiographies are both thought to have been written within a century of their deaths. But careful historical analysis suggests that hagiographers may have invented some voyages retrospectively, posthumously – perhaps even in an effort to explain why a particular saint’s name appeared in numerous places. This means the written history can’t be entirely trusted as an independent source of information. In some ways, it’s better if the saint’s name isn’t included in a place name because then we can be sure that the hagiographer wasn’t trying to provide an explanation for that. (And it does actually seem quite rare for a major ecclesiastical centre to have been named after a founding or influential cleric: Luxeuil remained Luxeuil after the Irish monk Columbanus set up his school there; Dol stayed as Dol after Samson founded his monastery there.)

There’s a further complication – and unfortunately a final nail in the coffin for the idea that we can track the voyages of saints by looking for those ‘pins in the map’. In fact, it’s much more likely that what we’re actually seeing recorded in place names is not the journey of a saint himself at all, but the spread of that saint’s cult after he’d died – to places he may never have visited in life.

The reasons, the drivers, for the dissemination of a saint’s cult were manifold. Those reasons could link back to places visited by the sainted individual, but there are plenty of other possibilities. A cult could also be imposed on churches that fell under the jurisdiction of a successful higher-level church, already linked to the saint. Churches could become associated with a particular saint’s cult after acquiring a relic of that saint (although the trade in body parts seems to be a somewhat later development in the Celtic-speaking world; objects like gospels and altars, and of course bells, were more popular). A group of refugees could take their favourite saint’s cult with them to a new home. Families of saints – often noble or royal, as we’ve seen – could work hard to promote the cult of their relative. Ireland is unique for the survival of early genealogies of saints, revealing family connections between ecclesiastical centres. But it’s likely that the same pattern was happening everywhere; noble families would have invested heavily in making sure their saintly members were remembered and revered. And ultimately, some saints would just have been more attractive or relatable than others; their cults more likely to be picked up and spread, just like a successful meme. Culture is always complex, and in many cases, many different factors – from Church organisation to relics; from elite familial interests to cultural appeal – are likely to have played a role in spreading a saint’s cult.

We may be a little disappointed; it seems that place names are more likely to reflect the dissemination of a cult, rather than the movement of a saint themselves during their lifetime. But mapping place names and saints’ cults across different regions still reveals important links between the religious communities of the Atlantic archipelago. Of the better-known saints recorded in those Breton Plou- and Lan- names, around a third are Welsh or Cornish. The strongest link is that between Wales and Brittany (but we should bear in mind that some Cornish connections are likely to have been lost as Cornwall became anglicised, with earlier place names being wiped from its landscape).

It can be hard to know which direction these cults were travelling in, but it seems to be generally accepted that the Welsh links represent an influence extending from Wales to Brittany. That’s a really abstract way of saying that the Welsh Church was spreading into Brittany, and that’s a really abstract way of saying that people were coming from Wales to Brittany. Perhaps they were sent by the great Welsh monasteries – perhaps at the behest of Welsh kings – to establish communities in Brittany. There are three Welsh saints in particular who get repeated mentions around Brittany: Cadog, Teilo and our old friend, Illtud, who’s memorialised in Kerilut, Lanildut and Ploerdut. These saints were all associated with leading sixth-century Welsh monasteries – and the Breton place names probably reflect the spread of their cults, rather than personal visits from the saints themselves. The fact that some of these places are Plou- names – such as Ploerdut – suggests early contact between Wales and Brittany, but these saints’ cults are also likely to have been reinforced by ongoing contact. Irish cults – of Patrick, Brendan and Brigit – also seem to have arrived early in Brittany, possibly via Britain or Gaul.

Place names show saints’ cults spreading northwards across the Channel too – from Brittany to Cornwall in particular; this may have happened somewhat later, in the ninth and tenth centuries, when Bretons were fleeing from Viking attacks, taking their saints with them. The Anglo-Saxon king Aethelstan also helped to reinforce the links between Brittany and churches in the south-west, gifting Breton relics to Exeter. And even more Breton saints’ cults are thought to have been introduced to Cornwall after the Norman conquest of England. Gunwalloe and Cury on the Lizard Peninsula are named after the Breton saints Winwalloe and Corentin respectively – just a couple of examples of the many saints’ names shared between Brittany and Cornwall.

In case it sounds like scholars are now completely dismissing the idea that people who would become known as saints were travelling around north-west Europe in the fifth and sixth centuries, this isn’t the case at all. When it comes to the hagiographies, some are more trustworthy than others, especially those written closer to the time of the person they are describing. While we may doubt that Illtud strayed far during his lifetime, for instance, we can be more sure that Samson did. And these journeys were crucially important to the viability of the Celtic Church – in all these places separated by the sea, but linked by voyages.



Voyages of the Saints

Scholars of early Christianity in what became known as the insular or ‘Celtic Church’ have often stressed what they saw as its unique qualities. A penchant for peregrinating, as well as a particular enthusiasm for monastic asceticism, have been held up as defining features.

In the early twentieth century, historians and theologians seemed quite sure that the reason for all the saintly voyages was a pious, missionary instinct, driving men who had dedicated their lives to God to travel between Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Cornwall and Brittany, forging a Christian identity in what would (much later) become known as the Celtic Church, an identity that was staunchly set against the hierarchical ‘Roman’ Church that held sway in Western Europe. (This retrospective labelling of the Celtic Church probably overplays the unity of the western churches as well as their antagonism to Rome.)

The prevailing view was that holy men in the post-Roman era had travelled around those ‘Celtic’ regions, bringing Christianity to some areas for the first time; in others, correcting a reversion to paganism. Indeed, the hagiographies often described the voyages of these saints in missionary terms – as though conversion of pagans was the primary objective. But it’s not hard to find reason to doubt this narrative. You don’t even have to read between the lines to note that Christianity was already there in many places – established, embedded. As we observed with the story of Illtud and his monastery, it seems that Christianity was already well established in southern Wales and Brittany by the late fifth century. So those peregrinating saints weren’t spreading the word of their god for the first time, they were just spreading their version of it – crucially, a version that benefited their own social status, and that of future generations of their families.

In many ways, Samson was the archetypal voyaging saint – his travels probably influenced similar tales in other, later hagiographies. His very early, seventh-century Vita is thought to be more dependable than many later hagiographies, due to its near-contemporaneous authorship, and it describes his journeys in some detail. The author of the Vita Sancti Samsonis is at pains to stress that he’d put together his account having seen earlier documents about Samson that had been curated by a Cornish cleric. He writes that his words are not ‘are not put together from wild speculations of my own, or from confused and unauthorized rumours’.

Samson was born into a noble family in Demetia (another name for Dyfed, part of modern Pembrokeshire, in south-west Wales), the son of Ammon – ‘a man of royal stock’ – and Anna. (Samson, Ammon and Anna are all biblical names.) He was baptised by Illtud and later went to study with the abbot at his monastery, where he proved to be a very able pupil, and was ordained as a deacon by Illtud. He moved away from Llanilltud to a monastery on an island – thought to be Caldey Island – close to his family home of Dyfed, in other words, and just off the coast of what’s now Tenby (medieval Dinbych – ‘small fortress’, making me wonder if there’s an even earlier Roman story to be dug out, there. The settlement is first mentioned in a tenth-century poem, with reference to a royal court or llys on St Catherine’s Island; Roman coins were discovered under the chapel on the island in the nineteenth century). After meeting two learned Irish men, returning home from Rome, Samson travelled back to Ireland with them, where he
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