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THE RELICS OF SAINT ODILIA IN ABBEY MARIËNLOF 
(KERNIEL, BELGIUM)

Jeroen REYNIERS, Mathieu BOUDIN,  
Kim QUINTELIER and Mark VAN STRYDONCK 

INTRODUCTION

In abbey Mariënlof in Kerniel (Borgloon) the shrine of Saint Odilia 
(Fig. 8.1) is preserved. This cult object dates from the thirteenth 
 century and was made for the Order of the Holy Cross (the Crosiers) 
in Huy near Liège. Due to the French Revolution at the end of the 
eighteenth century, the monastery in Huy had been demolished and 
the shrine was moved to several places. First it was taken by Lambertus 
Hayweghen to his home in Borgloon.1 In the second quarter of the 
nineteenth century it was placed in the Saint Odilia altar in the 
Church of Saint Pantaleon in Kerniel. In 1933 it got its final destina-
tion, namely the sacristy of Cistercian abbey Mariënlof in Kerniel.2 

1 Fontaine 2010, 192.
2 On the history of this object, read: Van Lieshout 1935, 15-91; Reyniers 2014, 

136-148.

Fig. 8.1. Relic shrine of Saint Odilia, 1292. Kerniel, Abbey Mariënlof  
(© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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During the past centuries the shrine was opened regularly. Several 
bones were taken out and placed in separated shrines or were given 
to other monasteries and churches. In 1949 a last official opening 
took place. During this event two Crosiers received relics from the 
shrine (see below) and brought them to their monastery in the city 
Diest (since 2013 in the city Maaseik). What they found or what 
they placed back inside the shrine is only known by a handwritten 
description of Father André Ramaekers o.s.c.3 An expanded inven-
tory,  documented with photos, was not elaborated. 

During the research project of the Saint Odilia shrine at the 
KU Leuven in 2014-20154, it was discovered that the seal on the 
upper panel of the shrine had been broken. With the permission of 
the Cistercian nuns in abbey Mariënlof, the Bishop of Hasselt Patrick 
Hoogmartens and the Topstukkenraad of the Flemish government, 
the shrine was officially opened on March 9, 2016 for an inventory 
campaign and interdisciplinary investigation.

This article starts with the contextualisation of the Order of the 
Holy Cross and their relic devotion to Saint Odilia in history. Then, 
the opening of the shrine in 2016 will be discussed, focusing on the 
content. During that investigation the bones and objects were studied 
and several samples were taken to the laboratory of the Royal Insti-
tute for Cultural Heritage (KIK-IRPA) in Brussels for radiocarbon 
dating. The earlier studied relics with radiocarbon dating of Saint 
Odilia in the Monastery in Maaseik will be compared with those of 
Kerniel. This article ends by placing the anthropological and techni-
cal results back into the historical context, to create a better under-
standing of the start of the Saint Odilia cult at the end of the thir-
teenth century in Huy.

3 This document was digitized by Father Bert Graus o.s.c. in the monastery of 
Diest and sent to Jeroen Reyniers on November 21 2012. We would like to thank 
Father Bert for this interesting information. A transcription can be read in: Reyniers 
2012-2013, 74-76.

4 This project took place at Illuminare-Centre for the Study of Medieval Art 
(KU Leuven), thanks to the Professor Jean-Jacques Comhaire Fund of the King 
Baudouin Foundation. Jeroen Reyniers lead this project under the supervision of 
prof. dr. Jan Van der Stock and prof. dr. Lieve Watteeuw. 
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THE ORDER OF THE HOLY CROSS AND SAINT ODILIA 

It is generally agreed that Theodorus of Celles (°?-† 18 August 1236)5 
founded the Order of the Holy Cross in the beginning of the thir-
teenth century.6 This devout man went on the third crusade with the 
Bishop of Liège, Radulf of Zähringen (1167-1191), and after the fall 
of Acco in 1191, Theodorus came in contact with the regular canons 
of the Holy Sepulcher.7 When he arrived again in Liège, he met Mary 
of Oignies (°1177-†1213), a popular mystic from the diocese of 
Liège.8 Theodorus received the papal charge to preach a crusade with 
Saint Dominic against the Albigens and after his return, he acquired 
a small chapel in Huy from the Bishop of Liège, Hugo of Pierrepont 
(°ca. 1165-†1229). It was situated just outside the city walls and the 
place bore the name Clair-Lieu or Clarus locus, referring to the earlier 
miracle of Saint Theobald on that property.9 From this moment 
onwards Theodorus and his four companions preached in the cities. 
In 1216 Pope Innocent III (°ca 1160-†1216) acknowledged the exist-
ence of this order, where he also assembled the older community of 
the Cruciferi in Italy, Creta and Cyprus. Further he argued that 
Theodorus and his companions follow the rule of Saint Augustine 
and to live in a monastic community, by which these priests became 
regular canons. On January 26 1248 the Bishop of Liege, Henry of 
Guelders (1247-1274), gave the Crosiers of Huy the permission to 
build a church.10 Most likely the convent also became a hospital, 
where they helped poor and sick people, leprous plague victims and 
pilgrims.11 Pilgrims were very important and the function of hospital-
ity improved in pilgrimage to Huy. Clair-Lieu also became a destina-
tion for pilgrims with the arrival of the relics of Saint Odilia at the 
end of the thirteenth century.

5 He was prior general from 1277 until his death in 1298. See: van de Pasch 
1959, 98-99; Janssen & Winkelmolen volume 6 2002, 1357.

6 Janssen 2010, 25-38.
7 Janssen 2010, 33.
8 Van Rooijen 1936, 97. The life of this mystic is also preserved in a fifteenth 

century manuscript from the convent in Huy. See: Depaire volume 2 1969-
1970, 32.

9 Russelius 1635, 56; Van Rooijen 1936, 123-130; Janssen 2010, 33.
10 Van Rooijen 1961, 54-61 and 199 (appendix 1, no. 4).
11 Van den Bosch 1970, 173-180.
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In 1277 the new, fourth prior general of the order had been 
 chosen.12 Joannes Rijck van Cuyck received the task to govern the 
order during the fourth quarter of the thirteenth century. He occu-
pied a prominent position and in the eighteenth century he still had 
been remembered as a magnificent ruler (vir prudentia, animi fortitu-
dine, virtute magnus).13 In this context the devotion of Saint Odilia 
arose in the mother house (Hoc magistro S. Odiliae et fodalium allata 
sunt sacra corpora).14

The legend and cult of saint Odilia must be understood in context 
of the popular devotion of the martyrs Saint Ursula and the eleven 
thousand virgins. This cult had an important impact on the Euro-
pean continent during the Middle Ages.15 When a pagan prince asked 
Ursula’s hand in marriage, she accepted his offer, but he had to give 
her three years of freedom in return, implying a virginal life devoted 
to God. In addition, she got ten companions and each person received 
a ship with thousand female disciples. After a trip of three years, 
the strong wind brought them to the Rhine where they had an inter-
mediate stop in Tiel for provisioning. In Cologne they set a second 
time foot ashore and then Ursula received a vision during the night. 
An angel reported her about the trip to Rome and about the end of 
her life during her return in Cologne. As soon as the virgins arrived 
by boat in Basel, they continued the trip to Rome on foot. When 
their visit in the capital of Christianity ended, they planned their trip 
backwards to Brittany, passing Basel and Cologne. As soon as the 
virgins anchored in the latter city, the bloodthirsty Huns started to 
kill the group and the king asked Ursula to marry him, but she 
refused and so she became a martyr as well. From then on Cologne 
got the astonishing interest to venerate these martyrs. The cult for 
these tortured women even increased in 1106, at the moment that 
the walls of the city of Cologne were strengthen against the troops of 
Henry V.16 By coincidence many bones had been found during the 
excavation of the canals just outside the city walls, near the churches 

12 van de Pasch 1959, 98-99; Janssen & Winkelmolen volume 6 2002, 1357.
13 Fisen 1747, 375.
14 Fisen 1747, 375.
15 An interesting study was composed by Legner: Legner 2003. The following 

description of the legend is largely based on the published text of Montgomery 
2010.

16 Strait 1974, 30-33.
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of the Holy Apostles, Saint George, Saint Kunibert and Saint Ursula. 
The people of Cologne identified them as the bodies of the eleven 
thousand virgins, instead of the bones from a Roman cemetery, 
and so many Roman bones/relics received a place in the churches of 
the city.

The Order of the Holy Cross promoted Saint Odilia as a close 
associate of Saint Ursula and as an outstanding person among others. 
She would protect the order as long as the Church would exist. The 
Crosiers identified this saint as the daughter of king Maromeus and 
the aunt of Saint Helena. Saint Odilia also became popular outside 
the walls of the city Huy, caused by her healing power against bad 
eyesight.

The University library of Liège preserves the oldest legend of Saint 
Odilia.17 It is a translation story of 1467 and most likely a copy after 
a lost text of 1291. It states that Saint Odilia once appeared during 
a night in 1287 before Johannes of Eppa18, a Crosier canon from the 
Parisian monastery of the Holy Cross. Johannes was unlettered and 
received the task to go to Cologne and to find Saint Odilia’s bones 
underneath the pear tree in Arnulphus’ garden. The next day 
Johannes described his vision to his Prior, but the Prior refused him 
the permission to leave the convent. After Johannes’ second vision, 
the Prior of the convent gave permission for his journey.19 He trav-
elled together with a companion from Paris to Cologne in June 
1287.20 When they arrived in Cologne, they visited the church of 
Saint Gereon.21 Afterwards they went to the house of Arnulphus, 

17 Liège, University Library, Ms. 135C: Historia de translatione beatae virginis 
et martyris Odiliae (1467), fol. 131r-134r; Analecta Bollandiana 1884, 20-28.

18 Janssen & Winkelmolen volume 6 2002, 1210. There is not much informa-
tion about this monk. He is only mentioned in Paris in 1259 and he was in 1294 
in Cologne for a third time. See: Hermans volume I.1 1858, 55. 

19 In the following editions of Odilia’s life, like Banelius’ publications, the writers 
always mention that Odilia had to appear three times before Joannes, before he 
received permission to leave the convent. See: Banelius 1616, without pagination. 

20 The name of this companion is mentioned for the first time by Banelius as 
Ludovicus a Campis. Banelius 1621, 68.

21 The hagiographer tried to add many inconspicuous links between the transla-
tion of Saint Odilia’s relics and the Order of the Holy Cross. He mentioned cor-
rectly that Saint Odilia was buried at another place than the other virgins. Most 
likely, this church had been chosen because it was founded by Saint Helena, the 
patron saint of the Order of the Holy Cross. See: Schäfke 1984, 10 and 22.
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a noble citizen of Cologne, living close to this church. He asked per-
mission to exhume the sarcophagus of Saint Odilia, but the landlord 
refused. It was Arnulphus’ wife who persuaded her husband to let 
them start (Experire dumtaxat, et sub piro nostra foveam fiery permitte, 
tibique polliceor de proprio dotalitio virgultorum damna recompensare). 
When Johannes and his companion started their search under the 
pear tree in the garden, they bumped on a marble tomb with a 
description on it, referring to the person inside. Then Johannes and 
Arnulphus went to the palace of the Archbishop of Cologne, Sifredus 
(1275-1297), to announce the event. The Archbishop was surprised 
and drummed up the clerics and the devoted citizens to walk in litany 
to the garden. Sifredus and the other people proceeded to the hole 
underneath the pear tree and opened the sarcophagus, where a sweet 
odor emerged and all the sick and weakened people recovered. 
This already implies its first miracle and it proves Odilia’s sanctity. 
A sick person in the close environment of the garden got well when 
the sweet smell reached her room. She ran into the garden to tell the 
people that she recovered with the help of God and started a thanks-
giving prayer to God and Odilia. The Archbishop elevated the relics 
of the marble tomb and placed them in a wooden shrine, afterwards 
sealed with red ribbon. The Archbishop wrote an official document 
to record this happening and the shrine was placed in the sacristy of 
the Saint Peter’s church.

A few days later Johannes started his return with the relics to Huy 
and stopped in the Cistercian nunnery Vetus Vinetum in Vivegnis.22 
In this monastery another miracle happened, thanks to the presence 
of Odilia’s remains: a paralyzed nun was cured of her sickness after 
touching the relics. The next day Johannes passed Liège and finally 
arrived in Huy in the evening. The shrine was placed in the church 
of Saint Peter in the suburb of the city.23 Afterwards the monks of 
the Order of the Holy Cross came to the church with candles and 
lights and sung Alleluia. The religious carried the coffin on their 

22 This abbey is situated in the present province Liège, roughly 44 km separated 
of the city Huy. It was founded in 1238. Berlière 1928, 212-217.

23 The church already existed in the thirteenth century. An archival source 
revealed that an altar of the Holy Cross was present in the seventeenth century. 
Most likely it was already present earlier. The same source mentions a bust of Saint 
Odilia on the altar, which is now in the treasury of the collegial church in Huy. It 
is not impossible an older bust with relics was present on the same altar before. See: 
Demaret 1924, 55-56; Mardaga 1990, 101; Lemeunier 2012, 31.
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shoulders from the church of Saint Peter to the monastery of the 
order. The depiction on the reliquary of 1292 represents this proces-
sion (Fig. 8.2) at the moment it processed between the church of 
Saint Peter and the church of Our Lady in Huy.24 A woman was 
carried to the procession by people. The weakness of her body created 
problems with walking. On the wooden chest of 1292 she is depicted 
as a veiled woman, leaning on a simple wooden supporter. After she 
touched the shrine, she cured immediately. 

Finally the bones reached their destination in the Crosier monas-
tery, just outside the city walls, where the cult for this saint arose.

THE RELICS OF SAINT ODILIA BETWEEN 1292 AND 1949

A historical study of the Crosier monastery in Huy and the impact 
of their Odilia cult on that place are difficult to retrieve, due to the 
lack of archival documents. At the end of the eighteenth century 
the monastery had been demolished and the archival documents 
were transported to Germany. To this day, the historical sources are 
missing.25 Despite this restriction, an overview can still be made with 

24 Liège, University Library, Ms. 135C: Historia de translatione beatae virginis et 
martyris Odiliae (1467), fol. 134r; Analecta Bollandiana 1884, 28.

25 On the precarious situation at the end of the eighteenth century in the 
 Crosier monastery in Huy, see: Fontaine 1951, 6-42.

Fig. 8.2. Procession of the relics in 1287 on the shrine of Saint Odilia  
(© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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the help of other preserved documents and published texts dealing 
with the Crosiers in Huy.

The relics of Saint Odilia arrived in 1287 in the Crosier monastery 
in Huy. Five years later they received a place in a painted reliquary 
(Fig. 8.1), whereby the inauguration date is known by a copy of 
a now lost text, found in the document of 1440 (or 1443?) by prior 
general Henricus van Nijmegen.26 He opened the shrine in the fif-
teenth century and inventoried what was inside. 

Since the arrival of the relics in the monastery, many pilgrims had 
been visiting the church which made it already too small as place 
of worship. A new church had to be built, that was ready and conse-
crated in 1322.27 

New information on the relics appeared in the beginning of the 
fifteenth century, at the moment when a reform of the order took 
place.28 During the third day of the general chapter, the reliquary 
of Saint Odilia was opened and many miracles happened.29 The 
 suspicion arises that someone removed the head of Odilia on that 
occasion, due to Banelius who mentioned the head outside the shrine 
in 1414.30 After the miracles of the chapter, they celebrated a mass 
in Odilia’s honor and thereupon the shrine processed in the city. In 
1419 Odilia’s feast day was still celebrated on October 21, the feast 
day of Saint Ursula, and labeled as a duplex, but Father Petrus of 
Amsterdam in Huy preached twenty years later for a focus on her 
veneration and he promoted her own feast day.31 This resulted after-
wards in a change of her feast day to that of July 18.32

26 Lan de grasce MCCXCII fut mis le corps sainte Odilie en che fierte per que Dieux 
fist mult de miracles […]. A transcription and study was made by Van Lieshout: Van 
Lieshout 1935, 15-19.

27 van de Pasch 1959, 105.
28 Van den Bosch 1968, 30-44.
29 Russelius 1635, 92; Hermans volume I.1 1858, 95; Van Lieshout 1935, 29; 

Van Rooijen 1946, 133-134.
30 A noblewoman called Mechtildis donated a necklace of gold, silver and jewels 

to the bust. In 1446 a new bust in silver was provided by van Nijmegen. See: Van 
Lieshout 1935, 33-35.

31 Van Asseldonk 1944, 24-25; Van Asseldonk 1945, 24-25. Petrus of Amster-
dam wrote a sermon about Saint Odilia, which is preserved in: Liège, Grand 
 Séminaire, 6M7: Petrus of Amsterdam, Sermo de translacione virginis Odilie (1439), 
fol. 85r-98r. The Grand Séminaire also preserves a copy of this text: Liège, Grand 
Séminaire, 6N2: Petrus of Amsterdam, Sermo de beata Odilia (ca. 1450), fol. 293r-301v.

32 Van Asseldonk 1959, 26-32.
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The same Petrus of Amsterdam wrote in his sermon of 1439 that 
he endorsed the presence of the relics, which he identified as much 
more costly than the most expensive gold and more magnificent than 
jewels (felicem ecclesiam dixerim que tali thesauro locupletatur, que 
omni auro preciosior, gemmis preclarior merito iudicatur).33 That is the 
reason why the monks wanted to protect the shrine and guarded it.34 
These descriptions clearly display the importance and the role of 
the saint for the order. Further, Petrus also describes the place of 
the relics in the church, located in the tabernacle of the main altar 
(tabernaculi in quo sunt vasa sancta puellarum).35

In 1440 or 144336, the prior general of the order, Henricus of 
Nijmegen37 opened the wooden shrine officially on November 13, in 
the presence of John of Heinsberg (1419-1455), the Bishop of Liege.38 
He ordered a new reliquary for Odilia’s bones, deriving from Tournai. 
When the prior general had the opportunity to examine the inside of 
the object, he found next to the Odilia relics, bones of Odilia’s sisters 
in another relic purse. After the translation, Henricus of Nijmegen 
composed a charter in which he described its deeds, the delegation of 
present people and the description of 1292. While the shrine was 
open, Jan Van Hatten also received a relic and brought it later to 
Deventer where it was kept for a long time in an arm reliquary.39 

Paquay believed that the thirteenth century shrine also got a place 
in the new reliquary, in consequence of the good condition of the 
object nowadays.40 However, the charter of Van Nijmegen rejects his 
idea, which moves forward that the relics of Odilia, Ida and Imma 
and the thirteenth century description were transferred from the one, 

33 Liège, Grand Séminaire, 6M7: Petrus van Amsterdam, Sermo de translacione 
virginis Odilie (1439), fol. 97r.

34 Beati qui excubant ad postes tabernaculi in quo sunt vasa sancta puellarum. 
Van Asseldonk 1959, 40.

35 Liège, Grand Séminaire, 6M7: Petrus of Amsterdam, Sermo de translacione 
virginis Odilie (1439), fol. 97v.

36 According to Van Lieshout it happened in 1443, but it was recently men-
tioned by George as 1440, based on a copy he found in the archives in Liège. Van 
Lieshout 1935, 20-22; George 2013a, 84-85.

37 He was prior general from 1433 until his death in 1451. During this period 
many convents were founded. See: van de Pasch 1960, 18-20; Janssen & Winkel-
molen volume 6 2002, 1200-1201.

38 Van Lieshout 1935, 19-36.
39 Banelius 1621, 143-144; Van Lieshout 1935, 35-36; Heere 1953, 36-39.
40 Paquay 1932, 65.
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the older shrine of 1292, to another, the new one of Tournai.41 
From that moment the place of the wooden devotional object from 
1292 is in a state of uncertainty. It could have received a place in the 
sacristy in 1440, but more likely the empty chest moved to the new 
built altar of Saint Odilia, where a benefice started to exist, situated 
in the nave of the church.42

Around April 1482, the city Huy had been afflicted by the plague.43 
In the monastery sixteen canons died from this disease and the relic 
shrine of Saint Odilia, in all probability the shrine of Tournai, was 
processed in the city by four presbyters. Next in the procession line 
was the bust of Saint Odilia, followed by the relics of Saint Ida and 
Imma. In this context the existence of a shrine of Odilia’s sisters is 
mentioned for the first time. Finally the plague ended in 1483 and 
the people of the city were convinced that it was caused by Saint 
Odilia’s help. Afterwards, the main altar with the shrine became more 
decorated by people who were healed from their sickness.44 

Around 1532 the rank of Saint Odilia in the breviary changed to 
the highest (totum duplex), probably established by prior-general 
Thomas of Gouda45 (°?-†1537).46 This resulted in the acceptation of 
Saint Odilia as one of the official patron saints of the order by the 

41 Transposuimus patronage nostrae Odiliae reliquias de antique quadam capsa 
quondam facta Leodii cum quodam scripto Gallico in aliam novam, factam in civitate 
Tornacensi omni pulchritudine adornatam, una cum ceteris reliquiis venerandis, in 
eadem antiqua capsa seorum involutis repertis, quas de iam dictae virginis Odiliae 
sororibus fuisse non dubitamus. Van Lieshout already noticed Paquay’s error. Van 
Lieshout 1935, 26-27.

42 Alain Dierkens noticed a ‘bi-polarisation’ of reliquaries, namely the devotion 
to a second, empty reliquary like the Mosan shrines in Aix-la-Chapelle (12th cen-
tury), Gerpinnes (13th century) and the shrines of Saint Ode (13th century). See: 
Dierkens 1999, 248-249. The information about the Odilia altar is limited. Joannes 
Vinchin (Joannes Blondi) was elected on January 17, 1441 as the rector of this new 
Odilia altar. See: Banelius 1621, 139-144; Stiennon 1951, 47 (no. 8) and 66.

43 Banelius 1616, without pagination. He was informed by this catastrophe by 
the Sermo de S. Odilia of Arnoldus of Clothingen (?-†1512) which he found in the 
convent when he composed his book. This work is not preserved.

44 Banelius 1616, without pagination. Another bust of Saint Odilia was donated 
by a woman of Trier in 1483. Banelius 1621, 123-126.

45 His election as prior general happened in 1529 and he held office until his 
death in 1537. See: van de Pasch 1960, 30-31; Janssen & Winkelmolen volume 5 
2002, 740.

46 Van Asseldonk 1945, 24.
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general chapter in 1600.47 From that moment Odilia, Helena, Augus-
tine and Quiriacus were the patron saints.

In 1602 prior general Herman Haas (°?-†1618) gave a rib of Saint 
Odilia to the capuchins of Huy.48 During his reign (1602-1618) an 
inventory of the relics on the main altar was composed.49 It states an 
Odilia reliquary at the right side and an Ida and Imma shrine on the 
left. Nothing is mentioned of its contents, though the shrine of Ida 
and Imma kept bones of Saint Ignatius.

In 1620 the general chapter in Huy decided that the feast of 
Saint Odilia would be venerated on the Sunday between 14 and 
20 July and this practice is still customary today.50 The same period, 
Augustinus Neerius51 (°1570-†1648), the new prior general, pro-
moted the patron’s cult intensively.52 He opened the reliquaries of 
Saint Odilia and of Ida and Imma in the attendance of prominent 
monks and people from the city Huy on September 13 1622.53 
 Neerius found the relics, a schedula with a description Sancta Odilia, 
Virgo et Martyr and the text of van Nijmegen. Until the next Sunday 
the mortal remains stayed in the sacristy and afterwards they were 
wrapped in new textile. After a procession they received a place in a 
new niche at the two sides of the high altar. It is this prior general 
who sent a rib of Saint Odilia to the canons of the Saint Peter’s church 
in Douai.54 He also placed the relics of Saint Odilia in a new reliquary 
in 1630, an object with the value of 3350 guldens of Brabant.55 

The contents of the Odilia shrine were reduced and in all likeli-
hood only a few openings and the spread of relics to other convents 
and churches are documented. This idea can be demonstrated by the 

47 Reijners 1998, 109-110; Janssen 2010, 96.
48 Banelius 1621, 3; van de Pasch 1960, 38.
49 Liège, University Library, Ms. 188, Vandenberch: Monumenta Patriae  Leodiensis 

(17th century), page 896; Hermans volume 2 1858, 528; Van Lieshout 1935, 43-44.
50 Ramaekers 1984, 43.
51 Neerius was prior general in Huy from 1619 until his death in 1648. van de 

Pasch 1960, 39-40; Janssen & Winkelmolen 2002, 1186-1187.
52 Ramaekers 1984, 43-45.
53 Van Lieshout 1935, 36-46.
54 Rayssius 1628, 156-158.
55 Van Lieshout 1935, 46. The order asked the significant smith Henri Libert 

in Namur for this assignment in 1629, but he was not able to finish it in terms of 
the agreement. Afterwards goldsmith Aymond Voes of Liège fulfilled the promise. 
Colman 1966, 61; Poskin & Stokart 1982, 186-187.
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work of Abrosius de Warem who published his Eburonum Huensium 
sacrarium, eorumque diva sartenisis in 1659. In this work, de Warem 
listed the relics of the churches in Huy and it clearly moves forward 
that almost every place of worship owned a relic of Saint Odilia and/
or her sisters.56 The spread of these relics is not mentioned in any 
preserved document.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth century many publications 
describe the interior and the cult objects in the Crosier monastery of 
Huy.57 Boussignault reports in 1672 that all the relics of Saint Odilia 
in the Crosier convent were captured in the shrine of 1630.58 de 
Saumery also noticed some other, unknown relics in the sacristy of 
the convent: Il y a beaucoup de Chasses de Vermeil en d’Argent où sont 
renfermées plusieurs précieuses Reliques.59 It is in this period that prior 
general Fisen gave three relics of Saint Odilia to the priory of 
Brandenburg on May 14 1752.60

In August 1789 the Liege upheaval started, which brought unrest in 
and around the cities. The prior general of the convent in Huy, Jacques 
Dubois (°1730-†1796),61 decided to move the important archival docu-
ments and preciosa to a safer place in Duisburg in October 1792.62 
What happened with the relics is groping in the dark. Fréson found 
out that the shrine of 1630 was brought to the collegial church of Our 
Lady in Huy and it was transported, together with several other objects 
— in all likelihood also the shrine of Ida and Imma — to Altona in 
Denmark.63 The relics of Odilia also moved to Denmark, most likely 
half stayed in the shrine of 1630 and the other half was placed in the 
shrine of 1292, together with the documents. Meanwhile the thirteenth 
century shrine stayed inside the monastery, until Father Lambertus 

56 de Warem 1659, 81-128.
57 An overview of these descriptions is published in: Reyniers 2013, 189-191 

(attachment 2).
58 Boussingault 1672, 71.
59 de Saumery 1740, 62.
60 van de Pasch 1960, 64.
61 He was prior general from 1778 to 1796. van de Pasch 1960, 66-70; Janssen 

& Winkelmolen volume 4 2002, 573-574.
62 Wilmotte s.d., 34-41.
63 Fréson 1906, 172. According to Daris the shrines were confiscated by the 

French in 1792 or 1796. Daris 1867, 390.
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Hayweghen (°1751-†1835)64 transported it and the wooden shrine 
of Ida and Imma to his house in the city Borgloon.

Several years before Hayweghen’s death, he donated both shrines 
to the church of Saint Pantaleon in Kerniel in 1828. In this village 
and church the veneration to Odilia existed much longer, caused by 
the Crosiers of Kerniel, whose monastery, the cloister of Colen (now 
abbey Mariënlof)65, was only several hundred meters from the parish 
church. These Crosiers were pastors of the church between 1486 
and 1810.66 Hayweghen’s gift to the church had been accepted by 
magister Arnoldus Barret, vicary capitulary of the diocese of Liege.67 
He endorsed to start a research on the bones and it occurred in the 
presence of Hayweghen, Schuermans (priest of Kerniel), Wagemans 
(priest of Borgloon) and Beelen.68 In addition the magister ordered 
the church of Kerniel to give the half of the bones of Odilia and her 
sisters back to the city Huy.69 

During this division most likely several bones were taken out of 
the shrine so that it became easier in later times to spread relics of 
Saint Odilia to other places. This idea was already mentioned by Van 
Lieshout when he discussed a bone he found without a schedula: In 
latere tijden werden te Kerniel nog relieken weggegeven. Zoo herinneren 
we ons in ’n gesprek vernomen te hebben van pater Emond, dat de toen-
malige pastoor van Kerniel, de Jong, hem tot zijn verwondering ’n reliek 
gaf van Odilia, zonder eenig schriftelijk gegeven als waarborg voor de 
authenticiteit.70

In 1840 the king of the Netherlands, Willem II (°1792-†1849) 
decided to establish the Order of the Holy Cross again. It was 
 Henricus Van den Wijmelenberg71 (°1800-†1881) who became the 

64 Van Lieshout 1935, 72; Steinmetz 1982, 21-22; Janssen & Winkelmolen 
volume 5 2002, 801-802.

65 Marcus 1972, 4-12.
66 Brouette & Grauwels 1976, 255.
67 Honhon and Van Lieshout published the official document, see: Honhon 

1887, 220; Van Lieshout 1935, 140-141 (attachment 5).
68 Van Lieshout 1935, 140-141.
69 Daris 1867, 390; Van Lieshout 1935, 140-143 (attachment 5 and 6); Stein-

metz 1982, 7; Janssen 2010, 305.
70 Van Lieshout 1935, 83.
71 He became the commissary general of the order until 1853. Janssen & 

 Winkelmolen volume 1 1999, 850-851.
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first head of the new Order of the Holy Cross. The order took steps 
to get their shrines back, but priest Schurmans of Kerniel refused their 
request. By way of compensation, Cornelius Wilhelmus Aloysius de 
Bruijn72 (°1819-1883) received several relics of Odilia, which he 
divided between the convents in Sint-Agatha, Diest, Maaseik and 
Uden.73 In 1897 relics of Odilia, Ida and Imma received a place in 
metal shrine in the church of Saint Odulphus in Borgloon, where the 
authenticity of the bones was accepted in 1897.74 The same church 
preserves a tooth that is dedicated to Saint Odilia.75

In 1910 Daniëls and Jaminé, two members of the Commissions 
royales d’Art et d’Archeologie, visited the church of Kerniel.76 They 
stated the disastrous condition of the thirteenth century shrine of 
Saint Odilia in the church. It resulted in the replacement of the 
shrine to the presbytery of the same parish, which was considered to 
be a better depository. The chest with the relics of Ida and Imma 
stayed in the church, but disappeared when a fire destroyed the Saint 
Odilia altar in 1966. 

Four years later, in 1914, the abbot general of the Cistercian order, 
Amadeus de Bie (°1844-†1920) opened the shrine and packed each 
bone in a white linen sack and sealed it afterwards. After this official 
happening de Bie left a paper inside the shrine box.77 Most likely he 
opened the shrine to make an inventory to protect the shrine and its 
content, caused by the fact that the First World War had started and 
in less than a week, German troops had entered the city of Kerniel.78 
Hundreds of German soldiers arrived and introduced strict rules. 
Luckily the village was saved from demolition, fires and murder. 
Without any problem the Odilia reliquary with the relics in it stayed 
undamaged in the presbytery.

72 Since 1841 he had been Crosier. Janssen & Winkelmolen volume 1 1999, 
103-104.

73 Van Lieshout 1935, 83-85.
74 The shrine is preserved in the sacristy of the church. Van Lieshout 1935, 

81-82 and 142-147 (attachments 7-9). The documents are inside the shrine.
75 Van Lieshout 1935, 83; Geukens 1977, 19-20.
76 Daniëls 1910, 286-287.
77 Van Lieshout and a description in the chronicle of Diest have mentioned this 

information. See: Van Lieshout 1935, 3-5, 55 and 139-140 (attachment 4).
78 A first group of six soldiers arrived on August 5, the next day hundreds. 

Verelst & Van Laere 1997, 424-426.
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Father Henri Van Lieshout o.s.c. published in 1935 his expanded 
study on the Odilia shrine. On the first pages he writes of his ability 
to open the shrines and to document their contents. He noticed three 
bundles of relics in the Ida and Imma shrine and in the shrine of 
Saint Odilia were two relics purses.79 It is also around this period, 
most likely with the help of Henri Van Lieshout, that the shrine 
moved for a last time, this time to the Cistercian abbey Mariënlof 
in Kerniel.80

After the death of Father Van Lieshout, rector in abbey Mariënlof, 
the preparations were made by the Crosiers to receive relics of Saint 
Odilia for the order.81 An official opening took place in 1949 in the 
attendance of Mgr. Simenon, canon Janssen, priest Vandevelde of 
Kerniel, prior Ramaekers o.s.c. of the monastery in Diest, Marcel 
Colson o.s.c. from the same convent, E.P. Peeters, rector of the clois-
ter Colen in Kerniel and doctor Vroninks from Borgloon. Father 
Ramaekers discussed the happening and the interior of the shrine 
intensively in a handwritten text.82

Two bundles were discovered.83 In the first bag two thigh bones 
were present which were not from the same person and also a verte-
bras and some small unidentifiable bone fragments. According to 
doctor Vroninckx the thigh bones belonged to a male skeleton.

In the second relic bag was kept another thigh bone, this time of 
a woman, a shinbone and a few bone fragments. It is unclear from 
which bag the tree kneecaps, the gray bones, some parts of the foot, 
a shoulder blade, ribs and some small parts of the vertebra come 
from, discussed by Ramaekers. The Crosiers selected twelve bones: 
a kneecap, a shoulder blade, several ribs and a few small parts of 
the vertebra. Eight of them were placed in a rectangular showcase, 
the rest in a beaker. All the other relics were placed back into the 
thirteenth century shrine. A new official document was written and 

79 Van Lieshout 1935, 2-3.
80 Until the end of the eighteenth century it was a monastery of the Order of 

the Holy Cross. Since 1822 Cistercian nuns have inhabited the cloister. Marcus 
1972, 13-30.

81 Salman 1989, 15.
82 See footnote 3.
83 Van Lieshout also found two bags of relics when he opened the shrine in the 

1930s. Van Lieshout 1935, 3.
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laid in the shrine.84 Afterwards it was closed and sealed with the seal 
of Ludovicus Josephus Kerkhofs, Episcopal of Liege. 

Afterwards the bones and the documents that were found inside 
the shrine were taken by the Crosiers to Webbekom, a city nearby 
Diest. On Sunday July 24 the relics processed through Diest and 
were brought to the Crosier monastery.85 The old document from 
1440 was shown to the people in procession. Afterwards the relics 
were placed in a new shrine of Saint Odilia, copied after the one in 
Kerniel (Fig. 8.3).86 Every year on the patron feast of Saint Odilia 
(July 18) the shrine was placed in the Crosier’s church. The shrine 
stayed until 2013 in this convent in Diest. Afterwards, when the 
Priory was closed, the archive and the shrine were transported to the 
Crosier monastery in Maaseik. 

84 Steinmetz published a transcription of this text in his article of 1983. See: 
Steinmetz 1983, 12.

85 Emsee 1949, 262-264; Salman 1989, 15-16; Anonymous 1949, 1; Ramaekers 
1949, 110; Colson 1951a, 38; Steinmetz 1982, 16-17. The procession happened 
in the presence of magister general W. Van Hees, Mgr. F. Blessing and Crosiers at 
home and abroad. 

86 Colson 1951b, 236-239.

Fig. 8.3. Relic shrine of Saint Odilia, 1951. Maaseik, Convent of the  Crosiers 
(© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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This shrine of Diest (nowadays in Maaseik) was opened in 2015 
during the research project of the KU Leuven.87 Some samples were 
taken for radiocarbon dating and will be discussed later in this article.

The history of the relics, from its elevatio to the translation of a 
part to the Crosier monastery in Diest in 1949 was possible to be 
reconstructed, thanks to the many archival documents and published 
studies. Nevertheless, several questions stay unanswered. What hap-
pened precisely with the relics at the end of the eighteenth century? 
Where are the relics that were transported to Altona in Denmark? 
How many relics are still preserved in the collegial church of Our 
Lady of Huy? They latter church received in 1828 the relics of 
Odilia, Ida and Imma and were placed afterwards in two shrines.88 
An opening of these shrines could map all the relics that once 
belonged to the thirteenth century shrine in Kerniel. 

THE OPENING OF THE 13TH CENTURY SHRINE IN 2016

The opening of the shrine took place on March 9, 2016 under the 
supervision of Patrick Hoogmartens, Bishop of Hasselt (Fig. 8.4). 
The opening happened in the presence of: Sister Myriam o. cist. 
(abbess of abbey Mariënlof), Jo Van Mechelen (priest Sint-Truiden), 
Katrien Houbey (Erfgoed Haspengouw), Jean-Albert Glatigny (free-
lance restorer and attached to KIK-IRPA), Kim Quintelier (physical 
anthropologist Flanders Heritage Agency), Jeroen Reyniers (art his-
torian KIK-IRPA), Marco Bonafini (radiocarbon dating laboratory 
KIK-IRPA), Katrien Van Acker (photographer KIK-IRPA), Stephane 
Bazzo (photographer KIK-IRPA) and Saïd Amrani (KIK-IRPA). 
Haspengouw.TV filmed the whole event and reduced it to a docu-
mentary that is 20 minutes in length.89

87 Reyniers 2015, 63-71.
88 Demaret 1924, 65-66; Bolly 1975, 51; Bloem 1985, 31-36. The Odilia 

shrine is preserved in a small niche in the choir of the church. Demaret 1924, 
65-66; Bolly 1975, 51. George noticed an inventory of 1873 mentioning the open-
ing of both shrines. George 1984, 513-514.

89 This documentary is accessible on their website: www.haspengouw.tv. The 
documentary was presented on Erfgoeddag, April 24, 2016, in Abbey Mariënlof, 
together with the pictures of Katrien Van Acker. Reyniers 2016.
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When the shrine was opened, a red, monochrome tabby silk fabric 
bag was discovered, together with two documents. The first docu-
ment is a card (7,5 × 12,5cm) with the typed description Kolen Abdij 
Rijve der H. Odilia H. 32cm – L. 80cm – Br. 22cm. 1.000.000 
(Fig. 8.5). It was inserted in the shrine when it was on an exhibition 
in Hasselt in 1961.90 Next to it lay a nineteenth century schedula with 
the description Sancta Odilia virgo et martyr (6 × 17cm; Fig. 8.6). On 
the paper’s left and right side marks of red seal are present. When 
Henri Van Lieshout opened the shrine, the schedula was still hanging 
on one of the relic purses.91

The red silk fabric bag was closed with a red ribbon and sealed 
with the coat of arms of Bishop Kerkhofs (Fig. 8.7). This was added 
on the bag in 1949, the last time the shrine was opened (see above). 
Inside the red fabric several artifacts were discovered:

90 The exhibition took place from June 25 to September 10, 1961 in Hasselt. 
1000 jaar kerkelijke kunst in Limburg 1961, s.d. (cat. no. 21: Rijve der H. Odilia).

91 Van Lieshout 1935, 3.

Fig. 8.4. Opening of the shrine on March 9 2016  
(© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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Fig. 8.7. The closed red silk fabric bag with a red ribbon and sealed with 
the coat of arms of Bishop Kerkhofs (© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).

Fig. 8.5. Card with the typed description (© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).

Fig. 8.6. Nineteenth century schedula (© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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Fig. 8.8. Handwritten document on paper, composed by Amadeus De Bie 
(© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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1. Handwritten document on paper, dating of 9 August 1914 and 
composed by abbot of the Cistercian Order Amadeus De Bie 
(13,5 × 21,5cm; Fig. 8.8).  
Van Lieshout already mentioned this document in his study of the 
shrine.92 This inventory is written in context of the First World 
War. The owner of the shrine is mentioned, at that moment the 
parish church of Kerniel. The handwritten text dates of August 9, 
two days before the Germans arrived in Belgium. Most likely De 
Bie wrote this inventory to protect the shrine from a new owner.

2. Red textile wrapped around a white cloth 
This white textile was originally part of an alb. In this white cloth 
were found:
a. Several small fragments of relics, 59 in total.
b. A sealed envelope with the description: Pulvis ex ossibus Mar-

tyrum (11,9 × 9,3cm; Fig. 8.9).93 
c. White cloth that preserves two objects: a small handwritten 

schedula with the description Reliqua Sta Odilia and a small 
particle of wood (Fig. 8.10).94

3. Sixteen relics

92 Van Lieshout 1935, 55 and 139-140 (attachment 4).
93 It was also noticed by Van Lieshout in 1935, Van Lieshout 1935, 4.
94 Van Lieshout wrongly identified this object as a bone. Naast die twee bundels van 

grooteren omvang ligt in de kist nog ’n klein beentje, beschermd door witte zijde, waarbij 
’n reeds ouder briefje met de woorden: Reliquia S. Odiliae. Van Lieshout 1935, 4.

Fig. 8.9. A sealed envelope (© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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Fig. 8.10. White cloth with inside a small handwritten schedula and a small 
particle of wood (© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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The earlier mentioned document of 1949 was not found inside the 
shrine. Its place of preservation is unknown.

At the end of the day all the relics and documents were placed back 
in the shrine. They were all wrapped in new linen textile bags. A new 
document to remember this opening was composed, signed by the 
people who were present and added to the shrine. The shrine was 
closed and sealed by Bishop Hoogmartens.

ANALYSIS OF THE HUMAN REMAINS 

The shrine of Saint Odilia contains several bones and bone fragments 
(Fig. 8.11). The remains were macroscopically examined, measured 
and documented in the chapel. The osteological analysis aimed to 
determine the nature of the bones (human or animal) and to provide 
a description of the human bone present, to quantify the minimum 
number of individuals present, to assess the age-at-death, sex and 
presence of pathological changes.

In total, 83 bones and bone fragments were examined. All of them 
are human in origin and belonged to full-grown adults (older than 
twenty years of age).

Fig. 8.11. Content of the relic shrine, studied by Kim Quintelier  
(© KIK-IRPA, Brussels).
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All bones show little to moderate post mortem weathering and fla-
king, characterised by the lighter discoloration on the bone surface. 
In many cases, the bone surface is eroded and the underlying tra-
becular, spongy structure is apparent. Most of the bones are preserved 
incompletely, e.g. the ends of the long bones (epiphyses) are mostly 
damaged and incomplete.

A number of, especially larger, bones were placed loosely in the 
shrine. The other, mostly smaller bones were put in a white textile 
bag. The results of the anthropological examination of the individual 
bones are summarized below. 

Inv. 
no.

Name bone Sex 14C lab code Photo number 
KIK-IRPA

Separated bones

 1 Proximal fragment left 
femur (head thigh bone)

Female RICH-23334 X093073-X093074

 2 Left patella (kneecap) - - X093075-X093076 

 3 Right patella (kneecap) - RICH-23335 X093077-X093079

 4 Right talus (ankle bone) - - X093080-X093082

 5 Left talus (ankle bone) - - X093083-X093085
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Inv. 
no.

Name bone Sex 14C lab code Photo number 
KIK-IRPA

 6 Left talus (ankle bone) - - X093086-X093089

 7 Right calcaneus  
(heel bone)

- RICH-23336 X093090-X093092

 8 Left calcaneus (heel bone) Female? - X093093-X093095

 9 Right calcaneus  
(heel bone)

Male? - X093096-X093099

10 Sacrum - RICH-23338 X093100-X093102
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Inv. 
no.

Name bone Sex 14C lab code Photo number 
KIK-IRPA

11 Sacrum - RICH-23316 X093103-X093105

12 Distal fragment left tibia 
(shinbone)

Female? RICH-23337 X093106-X093109

13 Distal fragment left tibia 
(shinbone) 

- - X093110-X093113

14 Left femur (thigh bone) Male RICH-23317 X093114-X093115

15 Right tibia (shinbone) - RICH-23319 X093116-X093117

16 Right femur (thigh bone) Male? RICH-23318 X093118-X093119

Bone fragments in white textile bag
17 Proximal shaft fragment 

right femur (thigh bone)
Male? RICH-23320 X093120-X093121

18 Distal shaft fragment left 
femur (thigh bone)

Female? RICH-23321 X093122-X093123

19 Proximal shaft fragment 
right femur (thigh bone)

- RICH-23314 X093124-X093125
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Inv. 
no.

Name bone Sex 14C lab code Photo number 
KIK-IRPA

20 Fragment right 
acetabulum/ilium

- RICH-23322 X093126-X093127

21 Fragment right (?) talus 
(ankle bone)

Female? - X093128-X093129

22 Fragment radial head - - X093130-X093131

23 Fragment first sacral 
vertebra (sacrum)

- - X093132-X093133

24 Fragment sacrum - - X093134-X093135

25-83 Small fragments: X093136-X093147

1 cranial vault fragment - -

2 rib fragments - -

8 vertebra fragments - -

5 fragments sacrum - -

6 fragments pelvis - -

1 fragment shoulder blade - -

1 proximal end radius - -

3 epiphyseal fragments 
(ends of long bones)

- -

4 shaft fragments long 
bones

- -

3 feet fragments - -

25 unidentified fragments - -
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Most of the bones or bone fragments are from the lower limb. Axial 
elements, such as the cranium, the mandible, the vertebral column 
and the ribs, are almost completely missing in the shrine. The pelvis 
is only represented by fragments from two or more sacra. Several 
calcanei and tali (heel and ankle bones) were present, but the small 
foot elements (tarsals, metatarsals and phalanges) are absent. Ele-
ments of the upper limb of the skeleton are scarcely present and hand 
elements are completely lacking in the shrine. 

Estimation of sex and age-at-death is not straightforward. In gen-
eral, the completer the skeleton is, the easier it is to estimate, but in 
case of the Saint Odilia shrine the most important bones to perform 
a sex and age-at-death estimation, namely as the pelvis and skull, are 
missing. Cautious sex determinations were made based on the mor-
phology of the long bones. 

One bone, a head of a femur (inv. no. 1), can be connected to a 
female individual based on its dimensions based on the standards pub-
lished by Stewart.95 The bone morphology of several other bones, such 
as the left calcaneus (inv. no. 8), the distal fragment of the left tibia 
(inv. no. 12), the distal shaft fragment of the left femur (inv. no. 18) 
and the fragment of the probably right talus bone (inv. no. 21), is 
more fragile what also could suggest the presence of one (or more) 
female individual(s) in the shrine. 

As doctor Vroninckx already noticed during his investigation of 
1949 (see above), he identified the present femurs as part of a male 
skeleton. During the recent examination, two femurs were encoun-
tered in the shrine. The head of the first studied femur (inv. no. 14) 
measures 50mm by 50mm. According to the standards of Steward, 
this corresponds to a male skeleton. The maximal length of the femur 
is 453mm, which corresponds with a stature of 169cm (± 3cm stand-
ard deviation) using Trotter’s formula for white males.96 The head of 
the second femur (inv. no. 16) is incompletely preserved. A sex esti-
mation based on osteometry is therefore impossible, but its robust 
morphology suggests that the femur belonged to a male individual. 
The maximal bone length is 466 mm and this corresponds, according 
to Trotter’s formula for white males, with a stature of 172cm (± 3cm 
standard deviation). This bone is different than the first femur, what 

95 Stewart 1979. The femoral head measures 40 × 40mm. 
96 Trotter 1970.



 THE RELICS OF SAINT ODILIA IN ABBEY MARIËNLOF 183

implicates the possibility of two different individuals. Further mor-
phological observations suggest that the fragment of the right femur 
(inv. no. 9) and the proximal fragment shaft of the right femur (inv. 
no. 17) can be linked to a man.

Pathological observations were made for some of the bones. One 
kneecap (inv. no. 3) has osteophytic formation, i.e. new bone forma-
tion (bony spurs), on the anterior surface at the insertion of the 
patellar ligament. In this case, it is enthesopathy, an inflammation 
of the entheses (sites where ligaments or tendons insert into the 
bone) with a multifactorial origin (age, repetitive acts, acute trauma, 
illness, etc.). The same disorder is observed on the right heel bone 
(inv. no. 9), at the insertion of the Achilles tendon. 

Further, on the sacrum (inv. no. 10), between the first (S1) and 
the second (S2) sacral vertebra, a syndesmofyte was discovered. This 
is a bony growth, originating from the inside of a ligament, specifi-
cally the ligaments in the intervertebral joints leading to fusion of the 
vertebrae.

The right talus bone (inv. no. 4) and the left heel bone (inv. no. 8) 
are light in weight and appears frail, which is most likely due by the 
visible decrease of the trabecular bone structure due to osteoporosis. 

On the articulation surface with the navicular bone of the left talus 
bone (inv. no. 6) eburnation (or polish) was observed. This is a dis-
tinctive characteristic of osteoarthritis: a chronic, high age joint dis-
ease, caused by wear of the joints. But more factors could origin it 
such as age, sex, weight, practiced activities, illness/injury and genetic 
origin.97 

During this study, two bones in the white linen bag could be 
 connected to other separated bones inside the shrine. The fragment 
of the first sacral vertebrae (sacrum) (inv. no. 23) originally belonged 
to the sacrum (inv. no. 11). The same might be proposed to the 
fragment of the first sacral vertebrae (sacrum) (inv. no. 24) that also 
could have belonged to bone no. 11. 

Concluding, the osteological study revealed that the shrine is filled 
with a mix of different bones deriving from several individuals based 
on the multiple presence of the same bone element. The proximal frag-
ment of the shaft of the right femur is present three times (inv. no. 16, 
17 and 19), what gives the minimum number of three individuals. 

97 Larsen 1997; Ortner 2003.
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Since none of the right femur fragments morphologically correspond 
with the left femurs fragments, based on the macroscopically osteo-
logical examination, it can be concluded that at least five different 
individuals are represented in the shrine of Saint Odilia. 

RADIOCARBON DATING AND STABLE ISOTOPE MEASUREMENTS

Materials and methods
Sample treatment
Samples were taken from the remains kept in Maaseik as well as of the 
remains kept in the shrine at Kerniel. After removal of the surface a 
bone sample is taken for analysis. Collagen is extracted from these 
samples using the Longin method adapted for small samples.98 An extra 
NaOH step was introduced to remove humic acids. Part of the sample 
was used for radiocarbon dating, part for stable isotope analysis. 

The wooden sample is treated by the ABA (acid-base-acid) method 
to remove humic acids and carbonates. The silk sample was treated 
successively with hexane, acetone and ethanol in an ultrasonic bath 
and then washed with water. The other textile was bleached.

The samples for radiocarbon dating were transformed into graphite. 
The samples of Saint Odilia from the Crosier monastery in Maaseik, 
sampled in 2014, were converted into graphite using a manual prepa-
ration line.99 The samples from Kerniel were prepared later, using the 
automatic graphitisation devise AGE.100 

Measurements
The 14C-concentration of the prepared graphite was measured in a 
MICADAS AMS-machine.101 The obtained results were calibrated 
using the calibration curve INTCAL 13102 and the calibration program 
OxCal 3.103

98 Longin 1971.
99 Van Strydonck & van der Borg 1990-1991.
100 Boudin et al. 2018 in prep.
101 Boudin et al. 2015.
102 Reimer et al. 2013.
103 Bronk Ramsey 1995; Bronk Ramsey 2001.
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Stable isotope (δ13C and δ15N) values and C:N ratio were deter-
mined on the collagen. Analyses were performed in duplicate on 
a Thermo Flash EA/HT elemental analyser coupled to a Thermo 
DeltaV Advantage isotope ratio mass spectrometer via a ConfloIV 
interface. Measurements were made relative to internationally defined 
standards for carbon (Vienna Pee Dee Belemnite; VPDB) and nitro-
gen (Ambient Inhalable Reservoir; AIR). The analytical precision was 
smaller than 0.25‰ for both δ13C and 15N values, based on multiple 
measurements.

Results
Radiocarbon dating
The results are depicted in table 1 and 2 and on figure 8.36.

TABLE 8.1: The radiocarbon results of the bone samples  
of Saint Odilia in Maaseik

Sample name Laboratory code Conventional 14C 
date (BP)

Calibrated 14C date (AD)

Rib RICH-21315 1717±33 68.2% probability  
 250AD (22.9%) 300AD  
 320AD (45.3%) 390AD 
95.4% probability  
 240AD (95.4%) 400AD

Femur RICH-21311 1730±32 68.2% probability  
 250AD (64.5%) 350AD  
 370AD (3.7%) 380AD  
95.4% probability  
 230AD (95.4%) 390AD

Tibia RICH-21312 1798±33 68.2% probability  
 140AD (62.3%) 260AD  
 300AD (5.9%) 320AD  
95.4% probability 
 120AD (95.4%) 330AD

Rib RICH-21320 1776±36 68.2% probability 
 210AD (68.2%) 340AD 
95.4% probability  
 130AD (95.4%) 350AD
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Sample name Laboratory code Conventional 14C 
date (BP)

Calibrated 14C date (AD)

Patella RICH-21313 1724±34 68.2% probability 
 250AD (31.7%) 300AD  
 310AD (36.5%) 380AD  
95.4% probability  
 230AD (95.4%) 400AD

Cervical 
vertebra

RICH-21314 1811±33 68.2% probability  
 130AD (68.2%) 250AD 
95.4% probability 
 120AD (84.6%) 260AD  
 270AD (10.8%) 330AD

Clavicule RICH-21316 1946±33 68.2% probability  
 15AD (65.4%) 85AD  
 105AD (2.8%) 115AD  
95.4% probability  
 40BC (95.4%) 130AD

Scapula RICH-21317 1828±33 68.2% probability  
 135AD (68.2%) 225AD 
95.4% probability  
 80AD (93.3%) 260AD  
 300AD (2.1%) 320AD

Fibula RICH-21319 1785±33 68.2% probability  
 170AD (5.9%) 190AD  
 210AD (33.8%) 260AD  
 270AD (28.5%) 330AD 
95.4% probability  
 130AD (95.4%) 340AD

TABLE 8.2: The radiocarbon results of the bone samples  
of Saint Odilia in Kerniel

Sample name Inventory 
no. bone 

Laboratory 
code

Conventional 
14C date (BP)

Calibrated 14C date (AD)

Proximal 
femur left

1 RICH-23334 1662±30 68.2% probability 
 345AD (20.2%) 370AD 
 375AD (48.0%) 420AD 
95.4% probability 
 250AD (3.5%) 280AD 
 320AD (89.8%) 430AD 
 490AD (2.1%) 530AD
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Sample name Inventory 
no. bone 

Laboratory 
code

Conventional 
14C date (BP)

Calibrated 14C date (AD)

Right patella 3 RICH-23335 1772±33 68.2% probability 
 220AD (68.2%) 330AD 
95.4% probability 
 130AD (95.4%) 350AD

Right 
calcaneus

7 RICH-23336 1740±33 68.2% probability 
 245AD (68.2%) 340AD 
95.4% probability 
 220AD (95.4%) 390AD

Sacrum 10 RICH-23338 1685±31 68.2% probability 
 330AD (68.2%) 400AD 
95.4% probability 
 250AD (14.0%) 300AD 
 310AD (81.4%) 420AD

Sacrum 
(different 
individual 
than bone no. 
10)

11 RICH-23316 1795±30 68.2% probability 
 140AD (57.9%) 260AD 
 290AD (10.3%) 320AD 
95.4% probability 
 130AD (95.4%) 330AD

Distal 
fragment left 
tibia

12 RICH-23337 1710±31 68.2% probability 
 250AD (15.8%) 280AD 
 320AD (52.4%) 390AD 
95.4% probability 
 250AD (95.4%) 400AD

Femur left 
(man)

14 RICH-23317 1824±30 68.2% probability 
 135AD (47.9%) 200AD 
 205AD (20.3%) 230AD 
95.4% probability 
 80AD (1.6%) 110AD 
 120AD (91.4%) 260AD 
 290AD (2.4%) 320AD

Right tibia 
(man)

15 RICH-23319 1755±30 68.2% probability 
 240AD (18.2%) 265AD 
 270AD (50.0%) 335AD 
95.4% probability 
 210AD (95.4%) 390AD

Femur left 16 RICH-23318 1748±30 68.2% probability 
 245AD (68.2%) 335AD 
95.4% probability 
 220AD (95.4%) 390AD
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Sample name Inventory 
no. bone 

Laboratory 
code

Conventional 
14C date (BP)

Calibrated 14C date (AD)

Proximal 
diaphyseal 
right femur

17 RICH-23320 1765±32 68.2% probability 
 235AD (22.7%) 265AD 
 270AD (45.5%) 330AD 
95.4% probability 
 140AD (95.4%) 380AD

Distal 
diaphyseal left 
femur

18 RICH-23321 1804±35 68.2% probability 
 130AD (68.2%) 250AD 
95.4% probability 
 120AD (95.4%) 330AD

Proximal 
diaphyseal 
right femur 

19 RICH-23314 1751±30 68.2% probability 
 240AD (16.6%) 265AD 
 270AD (51.6%) 335AD 
95.4% probability 
 210AD (95.4%) 390AD

Pelvus right 
side

20 RICH-23322 1640±33 68.2% probability 
 350AD (61.3%) 430AD 
 490AD (5.4%) 510AD 
 520AD (1.5%) 530AD 
95.4% probability 
 330AD (95.4%) 540AD

The results depicted in figure 8.36 represent a very coherent series 
that covers several centuries in the Roman period. Table 8.3 and 
figure 8.37 indicate the results of the sampled textile and wood that 
was discovered in the shrine.
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Fig. 8.36. The calibrated probability distributions sorted by origin and age.
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TABLE 8.3: The radiocarbon results of the wood and textile samples in 
the shrine of Kerniel

Sample name Inventory 
no. bone

Laboratory 
code

Conventional 
14C date (BP)

Calibrated 14C date (AD)

Silk wrapped around 
a wood fragment

22 RICH-23315 154±30 68.2% probability 
 1660AD (13.3%) 1700AD 
 1720AD (32.1%) 1780AD 
 1790AD (8.2%) 1820AD 
 1910AD (14.6%) 1950AD 
95.4% probability 
 1660AD (77.0%) 1890AD 
 1900AD (18.4%) …

Wood wrapped in 
silk

23 RICH-23323 865±31 68.2% probability 
 1150AD (68.2%) 1220AD 
95.4% probability 
 1040AD (14.1%) 1090AD 
 1120AD (81.3%) 1260AD

Red textile that 
wrapped the bones

21 RICH-23324 393±30 68.2% probability 
 1440AD (56.4%) 1510AD 
 1600AD (11.8%) 1620AD 
95.4% probability 
 1430AD (71.4%) 1530AD 
 1570AD (24.0%) 1630AD

Fig. 8.37. The calibrated 14C ages of the wood and textile samples 
in Kerniel.



 THE RELICS OF SAINT ODILIA IN ABBEY MARIËNLOF 191

Stable isotope results
Table 8.4 and figure 8.38 depict the stable isotope results. Stable 
isotope measurements provide dietary information. C:N (carbon 
nitrogen ratio) gives information about the quality of the collagen.104 
Bone collagen disintegrates due to bad preservation. The C:N ratio 
of bone 18 (RICH-23321) and 20 (RICH-23322) from Kerniel indi-
cate a bad preservation of the collagen and the data (radiocarbon as 
well as stable isotopes) must be treated with caution.

TABLE 8.4: Stable isotopes results of the Saint Odilia bones  
in Maaseik and Kerniel

Sample name δ13C (‰) δ15N (‰) C:N

Maaseik
RICH-21315 -20.50 9.28 3.2

RICH-21311 -20.44 9.47 3.3

RICH-21312 -18.17 9.68 3.3

RICH-21320 -20.56 10.98 3.2

RICH-21313 -20.67 10.21 3.4

RICH-21314 / / /

RICH-21316 -19.4 8.4 3.2

RICH-21317 -21.1 9.03 3.2

RICH-21319 -20.0 10.68 3.3

Kerniel
RICH-23334 -19.2 10.0 3.3

RICH-23335 -21.0 8.5 3.5

RICH-23336 -20.1 10.5 3.3

RICH-23338 -18.5 10.0 3.5

RICH-23316 -19.6 10.3 3.3

RICH-23337 -20.7 9.8 3.4

RICH-23317 -20.0 10.2 3.2

RICH-23319 -20.3 9.3 3.3

RICH-23318 -19.8 9.8 3.2

104 Ervynck et al. 2014.
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Sample name δ13C (‰) δ15N (‰) C:N

RICH-23320 -20.3 9.0 3.4

RICH-23321 -20.7 11.6 3.7

RICH-23314 -19.8 9.6 3.2

RICH-23322 -20.6 10.1 3.7

The stable isotopes results are very dispersed (δ13Cmax – δ13Cmin
 = 3; 

δ15Nmax – δ15Nmin
 = 2.6). This is a strong indication of the fact that 

we are not dealing with a homogeneous group (like a family, people 
having the same social status or living in the same community). 
A comparative study with the relics of Saint Odilia in Maaseik and 
the physical anthropology reveals that at least thirteen individuals can 
be distinguished.

Fig. 8.38. Stable isotope measurements of the bone samples.
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CONTEXTUALISATION 

Studied objects
The objects that were found during the investigation, date from 
another period than when the shrine was made. It proofs that the 
shrine was opened regularly in the past and new elements were added 
later to the shrine. The radiocarbon dating of the red textile, that 
wrapped a container with relics, indicates its origin between 1430 to 
1630AD. The archival documents do not say much about the textiles 
inside the shrine. During latter period the shrine was opened three 
times: 1440/43, 1622 and 1630. During the opening of 1440/43 
only the separation of the relics of Saint Odilia and her sisters in 
other relic bags is mentioned.105 The red textile could be connected 
to the second opening, in 1622. The shrine was opened and the  relics 
were placed in the sacristy until the next Sunday. That day the relics 
were wrapped in new textile, “although the earlier coverings were still 
intact and strong”.106 Afterwards they were placed in the two niches 
of the high altar. In 1630 the relics were placed in a new shrine and 
nothing happened with the textile. 

Another discovery during the opening of the shrine was the white 
textile in which a wood fragment and a schedula were found (Fig. 8.10). 
This textile is difficult to date, therefore it is impossible to link it to 
a historical context. On the other hand, the wood inside the textile, 
which its original position from the tree is not known, can be dated 
to the period 1040-1260AD. A packed-up piece of wood in a shrine 
is rare and the schedula mentioning its function as a relic moves 
 forward that it might originally have belonged to the painted chest of 
1292. Thanks to an earlier dendrochronological study of the Saint 
Odilia shrine by Pascale Fraiture (KIK-IRPA), this piece of wood could 
be connected to the shrine, where the present oak rings measured 
between 1121 and 1248AD.107 The reason why a possible part of the 
chest lies inside the shrine must be understood in context of an earlier 
reduction of the shrine. Until recently the shrine was believed to be 
sawn smaller in the nineteenth century to place it in the Saint Odilia 

105 Van Lieshout 1935, 25.
106 Van Lieshout 1935, 37-38.
107 Fraiture 2015.



194 J. REYNIERS, ET AL.

altar of the Church of Saint Pantaleon in Kerniel, but Jean-Albert 
Glatigny refutes this idea.108 The dimensions of the shrine were 
already changed in the monastery of the Order of the Holy Cross in 
Huy, most likely in 1630 when the new, metal shrine of Saint Odilia 
arrived in the monastery.109 The relics were then, in all likelihood, 
placed in the reduced shrine of 1292 and both were placed inside the 
new shrine of Saint Odilia. This might suggest why the wooden shrine 
only appears at the end of the eighteenth century, when the metal 
shrine of Saint Odilia was transported to Denmark and the wooden 
shrine was rediscovered when this shrine was opened.

It is not unthinkable that the sawn parts of the panels stayed in the 
monastery of Huy. According to the schedula which has a seventeenth 
century handwriting, this part of wood, a third-class relic, received a 
place inside the shrine possibly not much later after the sawing.

Studied relics of Saint Odilia
The past decades many interdisciplinary studies of relics in Belgium 
were published, examined from a physical anthropological and radio-
carbon dating point of view.110 Several cases reveal that the shrines 
are not always filled with bones of one and the same person and/or 
from the same time. The local Saint Alena in Forest near Brussels for 
instance exists of male bones and a one of a newborn child, the shrine 
of Hilduardus and Christiana in Dendermonde is filled with bones 
of five different persons.111 The bones of the Blessed Idesbald in 
Ter Dunen (Koksijde) are two centuries younger than expected.112 
That the relics of Saint Odilia, in Maaseik and Kerniel, do not belong 
to one and the same person as the legend mentions, is therefore not 
exceptional. Van Rooijen already concluded that the oldest legend of 
Saint Odilia in the university library in Liège might be a shortened 

108 A nineteenth century change of the dimensions was presented by Helbig 
(Helbig 1873, 41). Afterwards he mentioned that it took place in 1829 (Helbig 
1903, 32). Glatigny does not follow this idea (Glatigny 2015).

109 Glatigny 2015, 11.
110 An important contribution was made by Van Strydonck and his colleagues: 

Van Strydonck et al. 2006.
111 Fransen et al. 2006-2008, 106-107; Van Strydonck et al. 2006, 157-167; 

Van Strydonck et al. 2009, 575.
112 Van Strydonck et al. 2016.



 THE RELICS OF SAINT ODILIA IN ABBEY MARIËNLOF 195

copy after a lost original of the thirteenth century.113 That is the 
reason why nothing is mentioned about Archbishop Sigfridus in 
Cologne who has given relics of Ida and Imma, those of a Bishop and 
many skulls from the eleven thousand virgins group to Johannes 
which appears later in other documents.114 Van Lieshout already 
pointed on the possible mistake that happened later, in 1440/43, 
when the shrine was opened and a wrapped bag with relics was 
believed to be those of Odilia’s sisters Ida and Imma (quas de iam 
dictae virginis Odiliae sororibus fuisse non dubitamus). Van Lieshout 
rather understood it as relics of martyrs from the eleven thousand 
virgins group.115 The existence of many virgins and a Bishop in this 
translation story could possibly suggest, from a historical perspective, 
why many different and male bones were found inside the shrine. 

In the surviving legends of Saint Odilia no date of death is men-
tioned. She is described as the most important woman after Saint 
Ursula and the story of Saint Ursula and the eleven thousand virgins 
might be situated around 350 and 450AD. Though it is a legend, 
some of the studied relics can be situated around this period. Another 
part is much older, with the clear exception of the clavicle in Maaseik 
that was investigated with radiocarbon dating and revealed a date 
between 40BC and 130AD (95.4% probability range). 

The radiocarbon dating laboratory of the KIK-IRPA studied many 
relics from the legendary story of the eleven thousand virgins in Bel-
gium and the Netherlands (Table 8.5). This study revealed that these 
relics could be separated in two groups: a first group with bones from 
the Roman period and a second that date younger, namely from the 
thirteenth century. The reason why a group of thirteenth century 
bones are preserved suggests its trading of fake relics in Cologne of 
the eleven thousand virgins. The comparison between the examined 
bones of Saint Odilia and those of table 8.5 reveal that the bones in 
Maaseik and Kerniel belong to the first category and could derive 
from the cemetery where the bones were found in Cologne.

113 Van Rooijen 1946, 124.
114 Van Lieshout 1935, 28, 45 and 123-124.
115 Van Lieshout 1935, 27 and 45.
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TABLE 8.5: Overview studied relics of the Eleven thousand virgins by the 
14C laboratory of the KIK-IRPA. After Vandenbruaene et al. 2018 in prep.

Studied bones of the 
11,000 virgins 

Laboratory 
code

Conventional 
14C age (BP) 

Calibrated 14C date (AD) 

Kuringen, Abbey of 
Herkenrode, skull 25

KIA-35775 1675±35 68.2% probability 
 330AD (68.2%) 420AD 
95.4% probability 
 250AD (95.4%) 430AD

Kuringen, Abbey of 
Herkenrode, skull 30

KIA-36237 1985±30 68.2% probability 
 40BC (5.1%) 25BC  
 20BC (7.9%) 10BC  
 5BC (55.1%) 55AD 
95.4% probability 
 50BC (95.4%) 80AD

Kuringen, Abbey of 
Herkenrode, skull 39

KIA-35776 1855±35 68.2% probability 
 90AD (2.7%) 100AD 
 120AD (65.5%) 220AD 
95.4% probability 
 70AD (95.4%) 240AD

Kuringen, Abbey of 
Herkenrode, bone 89

KIA-36236 1815±25 68.2% probability 
 135AD (15.1%) 160AD 
 165AD (25.1%) 200AD 
 205AD (27.9%) 240AD 
95.4% probability 
 120AD (93.1%) 260AD  
 300AD (2.3%) 320AD 

Antwerp, Chapel of 
Saint Rochus 

KIA-30354 670±25 68.2% probability 
 1280AD (39.9%) 1310AD 
 1360AD (28.3%) 1390AD 
95.4% probability  
 1270AD (54.3%) 1320AD 
 1350AD (41.1%) 1390AD

Sint-Truiden, 
Benedictine abbey of 
Saint Trudo116 

IRPA-1032 1490±35 68.2% probability 
 540AD (68.2%) 610AD 
95.4% probability  
 440AD (6.1%) 490AD  
 530AD (89.3%) 650AD

116 Van Strydonck 1991, 109; Van Strydonck et al. 2006, 77.
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Studied bones of the 
11,000 virgins 

Laboratory 
code

Conventional 
14C age (BP) 

Calibrated 14C date (AD) 

Utrecht, Church of 
Saint Gertrudis, 
skull 911

KIA-35545 825±25 68.2% probability 
 1190AD (1.8%) 1195AD 
 1205AD (66.4%) 1260AD 
95.4% probability 
 1165AD (95.4%) 1260AD

Utrecht, Church of 
Saint Gertrudis, 
skull 914117

KIA-35546 1790±30 68.2% probability 
 130AD (55.8%) 260AD 
 290AD (12.4%) 320AD  
95.4% probability 
 130AD (95.4%) 330AD

Mechelen, Cathedral of 
Saint Rumoldus 
(uncertain), skull 18A

RICH-20571 834±31 68.2% probability 
 1165AD (3.4%) 1175AD  
 1180AD (64.8%) 1250AD 
95.4% probability 
 1150AD (95.4%) 1270AD

Mechelen, Cathedral of 
Saint Rumoldus 
(uncertain), skull 18B

RICH-20569 1894±32 68.2% probability 
 65AD (68.2%) 135AD 
95.4% probability 
 50AD (95.4%) 220AD

Mechelen, Cathedral of 
Saint Rumoldus 
(uncertain), skull 26

RICH-20568 1799±32 68.2% probability  
 140AD (64.2%) 260AD  
 300AD (4.0%) 320AD 
95.4% probability 
 120AD (95.4%) 330AD

Mechelen, Cathedral 
of Saint Rumoldus 
(uncertain), thigh 
bone 1

RICH-20570 1024±31 68.2% probability  
 985AD (68.2%) 1025AD 
95.4% probability 
 900AD (1.9%) 920AD  
 960AD (90.2%) 1050AD  
1090AD (3,3%) 1120AD

Mechelen, Cathedral 
of Saint Rumoldus 
(uncertain), bone young 
individual

RICH-20572 1381±29 68.2% probability  
 635AD (68,2%) 670AD 
95.4% probability 
 605 AD (95,4%) 680 AD

117 de Kruijf 2011, 189.
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Order of the Holy Cross in Huy
The physical anthropological study, together with the 14C study of 
the bones identified several individuals inside the shrine. That the 
bones were not from one and the same person and from exactly the 
same date, was in 1287 not an issue. Medical sciences and the knowl-
edge of the human body were far from the same level as it is today.118 
The importance of saints, in the Low Countries mostly known as 
martyrs who died for God and/or dedicated their life to God, had an 
intervening place between God and the earthly people. The common 
people needed saints to ask for help, to occur for their diseases. The 
reason why there are relics and the reason why the relics arrived in 
that monastery must therefore be understood in a more theological 
and historical context.

In 1287, the recently founded Order of the Holy Cross was led by 
the important and passionate prior general Johannes Rijck van Cuijck. 
During his reign the cult of Saint Odilia started and the monastery in 
Huy became the most important of the order.119 He also founded 
many new cloisters, such as in London, Tournai, Suxy, Caen and 
Beyenburg. Some more information on the status of the monastery in 
Huy is captured in the legend of Saint Odilia. In the vision to 
Johannes, Odilia asked him to bring her relics to the monastery of 
Huy, due to its poor and small status.120 Odilia became popular out-
side the walls of the city through her healing power for better eyesight. 
According to the legend in Liège the church was filled with many sick 
people, also from far away, and many of them recovered.121 The relics 

118 The same was proposed by Father A. Ramaekers after the discovery of male 
bones in the shrine of Saint Odilia in 1949: We kunnen dus met de grootste waar-
schijnlijkheid zeggen, dat we te Colen de relieken haalden of liever ‘n gedeelte ervan, die 
in 1287 door broeder J. v. Eppa en Lud. a Campis te Keulen werden opgegraven, die 
eeuwen lang in de orde werden vereerd en beschouwd als relieken van de H. Odilia. Dat 
de vrome middeleeuwen geen onderscheid maakten tussen mannelijke en vr. beenderen, 
dat ze de relieken van de meerdere martelaren die naar Hoei gebracht werden, niet juist 
onderscheidden, is bijzaak.

119 Janssen 2010, 41-45; Janssen & Winkelmolen volume 6 2002, 1357; van de 
Pasch 1959, 98-99.

120 Van Rooijen also pointed on this problem in the monastery at the end of the 
thirteenth century. Van Rooijen 1946, 132.

121 Successu quoque temporis, dum ad sacrae virginis tumbam in Fratrum sanctae 
Crucis coenobio creberrime fierent miracula, fama magnalium excitati, de longinquis 
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were important to bring people together and they might also been 
interesting for economical purposes, to get pilgrims to their convent 
and in a way to receive money. It must have been a success; the finan-
cial support for the veneration of Saint Odilia gave the occasion to 
build a new and larger place of worship. In 1292 a painted shrine was 
ready (Fig. 8.1) and in 1322 the new church was completed and 
 dedicated on April 12 by Herman of Cologne (1315-†1332), Bishop 
of Henna.122 

That the Crosiers had taken a virgin from the popular cult of Saint 
Ursula and the eleven thousand virgins was not surprising. Cologne 
is not that far from Huy and the cult of these virgins was very popu-
lar during this period. The collegial church of Our Lady in Huy for 
instance already owned a relic of these virgins in the thirteenth cen-
tury.123 In this context the cult of Saint Odilia must have arisen.

How the Crosiers came on the name of Saint Odilia, lies most 
likely in the revelations of 1183 and 1187 by the German mystic 
B. Hermanni Josephi, canonici regularis Steinfeldensis.124 At the end 
of the twelfth century two new revelations were composed about 
Ursula and the 11000 virgins. Herman Joseph (°1150-†1241) was a 
Premonstrian German mystic, born in Cologne and entered the 
 Norbertine abbey of Steinfield at a young age.125 The cult of Saint 
Ursula was well thought-off and during Herman Joseph’s scribe pro-
cess, he based his work on the youngest edition of that time and 
added 769 names of virgins in his text, including some extra informa-
tion and characteristics. In his two contributions Odilia is mentioned: 
Octava sancta Odilia, cujusdam filia potentis, et ista duas sorores secum 
habebat, unam adultam et alteram lactentem, beatam Juliam et sanctam 
Urstitiam. 

B. Odilia, virgo sapiens valde, omnique animi virtute conspicua et 
honesta: et haec mille praefuit virginibus, una de principalibus undecim 
existens. Filia siquidem sororis Magni fuit principis jam dicti, optimae 

etiam regionibus advecti quamplurimi, qui, recepta confestim sospitate, gaudenter ad 
propria sunt reversi. Liège, University Library, Ms. 135C: Historia de translatione 
beatae virginis et martyris Odiliae (1467), fol. 134r.

122 Banelius 1621, 102; Hermans volume 2 1858, 203.
123 Coens 1958, 322-325; George 1991, 217.
124 Acta Sanctorum. Octobris, volume 9 1869, 173-201 (BHL 8433-8434); de 

Tervarent 1931, 29.
125 Petit 2011, 121-122 and 145.
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matronae, filiaque comitis viri prudentis et strenui. Haec eadem virgo 
illustris duas secum duxit sorores virgines, S. Juliam et Ursiciam.126 

Most likely the Crosiers in Huy had the revelations in their library, 
though no books of that time or an inventory are preserved.

The legend of Saint Odilia also talks about Johannes of Eppa from 
the Crosier monastery in Paris. He received the task in 1287 to search 
the bones of Saint Odilia in Cologne. In this part of the legend lies 
true history. This brother is mentioned in several archival documents, 
such as in a document of 1259 in Paris. Afterwards in 1286 he was 
for the first time in Cologne to receive the relics of Ida, Basilica and 
Christina. His third visit to latter city took place in 1294 to raise 
money for the construction of the cathedral.127 Most likely in 1656 
his burial tomb was found in front of the Saint Odilia altar in the 
church of the crosier monastery in Huy.128

The studies of the relics of the eleven thousand virgins bring for-
ward that Johannes might have stand in front of the well where thou-
sands of skeletons were found in Cologne and were believed to be 
those of the eleven thousand virgins. A document of the Colognian 
curia wrote that he already earlier exhumed bones of the eleven thou-
sand virgins.129 Although the legend in Liège mentions its burial place 
close to the church of Saint Gereon, it is rather an invention of the 
hagiographer who composed the legend of Saint Odilia. At that 
moment, Saint Helena was the patron saint of the order and the link 
with the Holy Cross is mentioned several times in the legend. Odilia 
mentions in the vision to Johannes that she was always thinking of 
the Holy Cross (et quia sacrosanctae crucis amatrix simper fui in vita, 
…).130 She told Johannes that he had to find her relics close to the 
church of Saint Gereon. This place was founded by Saint Helena. 

126 Saint Odilia acts for the number eight of most important virgins in the 
revelations. The Crosiers changed her to the most important figure of the group, 
after Saint Ursula. Acta Sanctorum. Octobris volume 9 1869, 176 and 188.

127 Hermans volume I.1 1858, 55; Hermans volume 2 1858, 94; Janssen & 
Winkelmolen 2002, 1210.

128 Hertzworms 1686, 91.
129 Hermans volume 2 1858, 94; Van Lieshout 1935, 31-32; Van Rooijen 

1946, 115.
130 Liège, University Library, Ms. 135C: Historia de translatione beatae virginis 

et martyris Odiliae (1467), fol. 132v; Analecta Bollandiana 1884, 23.
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The certificate of finding of 1287 mentions the exhumation on the 
relics by Johannes of Eppa on the cemetery where the other virgins 
were found in Cologne.131 The exhumation on the same place can be 
suggested by the comparative study of 14C bones of the eleven thou-
sand virgins that were studied in Belgium (Table 8.5). They also date 
from the Roman period. 

CONCLUSION

In the past decades many relics of (local) saints were studied in Bel-
gium. The results of these physical anthropological studies and the 
radiocarbon dating can categorize them in four groups: relics of his-
torical saints132, those of “founding fathers”133, relics made for the 
trade134 and the remains of ‘economical’ and ‘political saints135. In 
case of Saint Odilia, the relics belong to the last two categories. The 
story of Saint Odilia is imbedded in the legend of Ursula and the 
eleven thousand virgins who were believed to be found in 1066 in 
Cologne. The veneration of these relics was immensely popular dur-
ing the middle ages and were traded to many places in Europe. The 
Crosiers took one of these virgins and started their own cult. As Van 
Lieshout already pointed, the purpose to have relics and to start a cult 

131 Van Lieshout 1935, 31 and 126.
132 These are relics from saints whose existence is testified by other sources than 

their vita. In most cases the radiocarbon date of these bones is in agreement with 
the historical age of that person. So, there is a real possibility that these skeleton 
remains belong to that historical person. 

133 In this case we are dealing with human remains from saints whose radiocar-
bon date is not in agreement with the supposed date written down in their vita. 
Also the authenticity of the vita is questionable. The dates are however very old. 
They go back to the Merovingian — Carolinian period. These relics are possibly 
the remains from important people of a local community who became mythicized 
much later. 

134 Radiocarbon has demonstrated that some relics are much younger than what 
they should be according to the vita of the saint. They are several centuries younger 
and date from the heydays of the relic trade. In other words, they were specially 
made for the trade in relics. 

135 The skeleton remains are old, but do not fit with what is written down in 
the vita of the saint. The vita contains a lot of doubtful elements, but it is obvious 
that the saint was ‘invented’ to serve a political or economic goal. 
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for Saint Odilia in the monastery of the Holy Cross Order in Huy 
was to make the cloister church better and to spread the order outside 
the city of Huy.136 It took place at the end of the thirteenth century, 
in context of the important prior general Johannes Rijck van Cuijck 
who made the monastery in Huy more important and founded new 
monasteries of the order outside Huy. 

Due to the poor status of the cloister church in Huy, the cult of 
Saint Odilia also makes part of the category about economical relics. 
It gave the Crosiers the possibility to bring people together in their 
monastery church and meanwhile to receive offerings. 

Though at least thirteen different individuals were found in the 
shrines of Kerniel and Maaseik, the many legends of Saint Odilia, 
that were composed in the past centuries, also reveal historical facts. 
Johannes of Eppa went to Cologne to receive the relics.

The study of the vitae and the historical sources are also useful. 
First of all they prove the importance of this saint for the order. 
 Furthermore they inform what happened with the relics in the past 
centuries and how the cult for this saint was started and evolved. 
Finally they bring forward the significance of the relics to the com-
mon people. There was, and still is, a need for faithful and peaceful 
gatherings and a trustful prayer to Saint Odilia against eye illness. 
Though it was not the focus of this article, a further study of this still 
existing cult could form an interesting addition to this research topic.
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