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The cult of St Ciaran 
in Cornwall and beyond

Rev. James Brennan

This article is about St Kieran of Seir (or Saighir), 
traditionally held as patron and first bishop of the diocese of 
Ossory, to be distinguished from his namesake, St Kieran of 
Clonmacnoise, who was in all probability of a later date in the 
sixth century. Its purpose is to examine the extent of his cult in 
Cornwall and further afield, and to explain how it got there in 
the first place. It will be more appropriate and more convenient 
to use the original Irish form of his name, Ciaran, instead of 
the later Kieran, or Kyran, in the course of the argument, as we 
shall see.

The tradition in Ossory is that he was the first-born 
among the saints of Ireland, the first apostle of the kingdom of 
Ossory, and the founder of this diocese, which corresponds 
geographically with that same kingdom. He was born in Cape 
Clear island around 370 A.D. of an Ossorian father named 
Lughaidh and a local island woman named Liadhan. At an 
early age, through contacts between south-west Ireland and 
the continent he became aware of Christianity. Later he went 
to Rome for his education and ordination as priest and bishop. 
Returning to his homeland, at first to Cape Clear, he then set 
out on a journey towards the centre of Ireland, where he 
founded his first monastery at the place named Saighir, now in 
County Offaly, a few miles from Birr.

From there he made his way southwards through the 
territory of Ossory, spreading the gospel and converting his 
people to Christianity. The tradition is that he preceded St 
Patrick, who arrived in Ireland in 432 A.D. and who 
subsequently approved of Ciaran's mission in Ossory, in a 
historic meeting at Cashel. Revered for his miracles and his 
personal sanctity, he retired to Saighir, where he died and was 
buried, sometime around 450 A.D. Thus, Saighir-Chiarain 
came to be venerated as the cradle of the diocese of Ossory, and 
is still part of the diocese, though cut off as an island parish in
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the diocese of Killaloe. This then is the traditional account of St 
Ciaran as it has come down to us in the diocese to this present 
time.

However, there is a tradition in Cornwall which claims 
that Ciaran went in his later years to that part in the west of 
Britain, where he became famous as its first missionary, and 
was venerated for centuries as its patron saint under the name 
of Piran. (This can be explained by the well-known linguistic 
switch from the Goedelic C to the Brythonic P in those Celtic 
languages, the Irish Ciaran becoming Piran in the Cornish 
language.) This version of his life as Piran ends with his death 
and burial at Perranporth or Perran-zabulo (named after him), 
and not at Saighir as the Irish tradition has it.

Now, here we have two conflicting traditions, posing the 
question of whether Ciaran ever went in person to Cornwall, or 
whether a local saint named Piran was given his name and his 
cult, or, finally, some disciple of his from Saighir did go to 
Cornwall, taking with him the name of Ciaran to whom he 
dedicated his first church and monastery. I don't propose at 
this point to give an answer to this historical puzzle, but I first 
want to examine the cult (under whichever name) which was 
certainly a feature of Cornish Christianity for centuries. 
Moreover, the same cult is found in neighbouring Devon, in 
Hereford, and in the other Celtic countries of Wales, Brittany, 
and the Western Isles of Scotland. To account for this I propose 
to examine the various kinds of evidence, topographical, 
archaeological, liturgical, and documentary, available to us 
from Cornish and other sources.

There is the evidence of the place-names associated with 
Saint Piran in Cornwall, beginning with Perranporth where he 
is said (in the legend) to have landed after his voyage (on a 
millstone!) from Ireland. This place is still on the map, on the 
west coast of Cornwall. It is now a seaside resort, with sandy 
beaches and extensive sand-dunes, which play a part in the 
story of the saint and his cult in that area.

The tradition in Cornwall has always taken Perranporth 
to be associated with St Piran (or Perran), who was regarded as 
its patron. All through the earlier centuries and into the 
Middle Ages it was a centre of pilgrimage in his honour, with 
processions and other religious ceremonies. His relics were
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St Piran's Cross, Perranperth, Cornwall
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kept there in the church of his name. It had a St Piran's Cross, 
in the style of the Irish high crosses, which probably marked 
the site of the original monastery. Again, there was a holy well 
bearing the name Perran-well, or St Pieran's Well, with its 
obvious Irish echo. In the Middle Ages we have evidence of a 
monastery of Lan-Piran with its estate, all assigned to the 
cathedral of Exeter by royal decree in 1085, thus extending the 
cult of the saint to a higher and wider status in the West 
Country.1

As time went on, the original church at Perranporth (or 
Perranzabulo) was gradually covered over by the shifting sands 
of the dunes, and literally sank out of sight for centuries. So 
did a later church built around 1100 A.D. From this came the 
other name of the place in Cornish folklore, ‘Perran-Zabulo', i.e. 
‘St Piran in the Sands', from the Cornish word ‘sabulo' for 
sand. A third church was built later in the fifteenth century. 
But then the Reformation in the next century put an end to the 
old religion in Cornwall, and in particular to the cult of St 
Piran.2

It was not until the late eighteenth century that 
archaeological excavations at the old site of Perran-Zabulo led 
to the uncovering of a little stone church in the Celtic style 
which was taken to have been built by the monks of the original 
foundation there by St Piran (or St Ciaran?) as the tradition 
held.3 At any rate, the discovery of the ancient church, and the 
cross, revived interest in St Piran and his cult in Cornwall. 
Here, it was now believed, were preserved his shrine, his staff, 
his bell, and other relics. Those relics were taken around the 
country on his feast-day on 5 March. That this custom 
persisted in the remote region of Cornwall even after the first 
decades of the Reformation is seen in a writing by a local figure 
named Nicholas Roscarrock around 1580, who remarks: ‘I who 
was born within 3 miles of Padstow and not far from S. Piran 
remember his reliques were wont to be carried upp and downe 
in the Country upon occasion and have seen them so carryed in 
the tyme of Queene Mary (1553-8)'.4

St Piran was venerated not only in Perran-Zabulo, but 
also in Perran-Uthno and Perran-Arworthal, both in the south 
of the country. There was also a tradition connecting him with 
Tintagel (the legendary birthplace of King Arthur) and Bodmin
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to the north. He became especially popular as the patron of the 
Tinners, or tin miners, who got a holiday of their own on his 
feast-day, Perran-tide, and celebrated it with all the usual 
festivities. The local mining books record the allowance given 
to the miners for Perran-tide. More graphically, a later Cornish 
historian recalls how ‘A man of unsteady step and festive 
appearance was often called a Perraner in Cornwall two 
hundred years ago'.5

As mentioned already, the church and manor of Lanpiran 
was handed over to the cathedral of Exeter by King Henry I in 
1085, and the popular cult of Piran then became a part of 
official worship in that cathedral.6 This is where we turn to the 
old liturgical books of the cathedral, now preserved in the 
library there, for documentary evidence of the cult of the saint. 
First there is the Latin Ordinale, which corresponds to our 
Ordo Missae or liturgical calendar for the celebration of Mass. 
In this calendar we find the general entry under 5 March as 
follows: (Festum) Sancti Kerani'.1 Later, in the Sanctorale, or 
Proper of Saints (for the Divine Office) it reads: 5 Mar. Sancti
Pirani vel Kierani, episcopi et confessoris ...... 8 And in the
Martyrology of Exeter Cathedral, there is an entry under 5 
March again to Sci. Kyrani epi. et confessoris, cuius vita 
virtutibus et miraculis effulsit'.9 Note here the variant spelling 
of the name, suggesting an attempt to link up Piran or Pieran 
with the Irish Kieran. The name of Kerrian, or Kerian, was 
also attached to a local church in Exeter.10

From there we can go outside Exeter and Devon to the 
diocese of Hereford, which also had the cult of St Piran. The old 
Hereford missal and breviary both have the name of Saint 
Piran, bishop and confessor, under the March date.11 It is 
probable that this was due to the influence of the Exeter 
liturgical books. But there is another dimension to the cult of 
this popular saint; not only do we find it in Cornwall, Devon, 
and Hereford, but farther afield in Wales, Brittany, and the 
Western Isles of Scotland. This is marked by place-names and 
is preserved in the local traditions of those different Celtic 
lands.

The cult of St Piran in Wales was centred on the Cardiff 
area, where there was a chapel dedicated to him, in which King 
Henry II went to mass on Low Sunday, 1172, on his return from
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his Irish expedition, as recorded by Giraldus Cambrensis in his 
Itinerarium Kambriae, cap. VI: In hoc eodem oppido de
Kaerdif, Anglorum rex Henricus secundus, in reditu ah 
Hibernia, sabbato primo past Pascha cum pernoct- asset, 
missaque mane, dominica scilicet, jam audita, cum a capella
Sancti Pyrani praeter regem omnes exissent  ( Giraldus
goes on to narrate an encounter the king had with a mysterious 
person (Piran?) who disappeared after commanding him to 
have the Sunday observance strictly restored in his dominions, 
with dire consequences if he failed to do so, concluding with the 
ominous statement : ‘The fatal prediction came to pass within 
the year')-12

St Perran, as he was called, was also venerated in 
Brittany, not only at the level of popular cult, but in the official 
cult of the saint in the dioceses of Léon and Treguier. His name 
is listed in the breviary of Leon of 1516 as ‘Pieran, Bishop, 9 
lessons of the Common Pontiffs', as also in the breviary of the 
fifteenth century of Treguier. The form of the name here is 
interesting, as it echoes the Irish name of Kieran. St Peran 
was the patron of the parish of Trezelide in Leon, as well as in 
other places in Brittany, such as Loperan in St Malo. At 
Trezelide, where his cult was very strong, there was a shrine to 
his name, and a stone slab named St Peran's Bed. Local 
legends developed around his name as a saint and wonder
worker, echoing those to be found in the Lives o f St Kieran of
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Saighir.13
Finally, in this brief geographical survey, the name (both 

as Kieran and as Ciaran) is to be found on the present-day map 
of the Western Isles of Scotland. There is a Kil-chiaran on 
Islay, a Loch Ciaran at Tarbert in Argyle, as well as a mound 
there named Killy Kieran which was held to be his burial place. 
On Colonsay there was also a Cillie Chiaran. Then, there was 
Pirnmill on Arran, which may be traceable to the name Piran 
of Cornish fame. All these dedications place him among the 
other Celtic saints in Scotland, including the great St Columba.

Now, in the chain of historical evidence about Ciaran- 
Piran, we come to the written Lives on both sides. First of all, 
it is generally accepted that these Lives were compiled in the 
Middle Ages, mainly in monastic circles which were anxious to 
enhance the personalities and achievements of their founding 
saints. The Lives are full of legends, mostly common to all of 
them, so that their historical value is slight. But they do have 
a core of tradition behind the legends, which gives us some 
facts that we can accept.

All those Lives of the early Celtic saints go back to an 
original or originals, as preserved in manuscript forms and are 
to be found in various libraries on the continent, in London, 
and in Dublin. These were copied in different places in the 
medieval period, notably by a monk of St Alban's in England 
named John of Tynemount, who put together a collection of 
various saints, including the Life of St Piran, which he must 
have come across in Exeter cathedral library. This work was 
done in the fourteenth century. At a later date in the same 
century, his collection was edited by John Capgrave and it was 
finally published in printed form in 1516 as the Nova Legenda 
Anglie.

Meanwhile, the corresponding Lives of the Irish saints 
went through the same process from manuscript to print, now 
best represented by the edition prepared by Charles Plummer 
and published by the Oxford University Press, in four volumes, 
two for the Irish Lives, and two for the Latin Lives. For those 
who want to go back behind these, Kenny's Sources for the 
Early History o f Ireland lists all the known manuscripts of St 
Ciaran's Life, and the various recensions that stemmed from 
these.14
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The Life o f St Piran in the Cornish tradition, is practically 
a word-for-word copy of the Latin Life of Ciaran (Vita sancti 
Ciarani episcopi de Saighir, in Plummer's edition), with one 
omission and one addition. It omits the death and burial of 
Ciaran at Saighir, and it adds this passage: ‘My brethren and 
dearest sons, I must by divine disposition leave Ireland and go 
to Cornwall, and there await the end of my life: I cannot resist
the will of God  The passage ends with his death and
burial: ‘Now he rests in Cornwall, on the Seven Seas, 15 miles 
from Petrokstowe and 15 miles from Mousehole'.15 (These two 
places on the modern map of Cornwall are not recorded before 
1400, and are therefore an indication of a later entry by some 
chronicler or copyist).

Now, if we take Exeter as a pivotal point in the spread of 
the cult of Piran-Kieran, it is worth recalling how Kells Priory 
was founded in 1193 by Geoffrey Fitz-Robert with the help of 
Canons Regular from Bodmin in Cornwall, and how a 
succession of Norman bishops in Ossory included Michael of 
Exeter (1289-1302), with consequent close contacts between 
the two countries in the medieval period. Amongst other 
things, this would explain the appearance of the name Keran 
(and Kieran) in the Exeter liturgical books, representing the 
anglicized Kyran-Kieran which had replaced the earlier Ciaran 
in the Irish medieval Lives of the saint.

This would also fit in with the theory that a canon of
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Exeter or some such chronicler would have come across an 
Irish Life of St Kyran of Ossory and would have connected it 
with the St Piran of Cornish tradition who was believed to have 
arrived in that country from Ireland in the fifth century. This 
Latin Life was probably the one which Capgrave used for his 
Nova Legenda Anglie. Its opening words are: ‘Incipit sancti 
Kyrani episcopi et confessoris, to which Capgrave added: 
Piranus qui ....Keranus vocatur'N

Finally, we come to the big question behind this history of 
the cult of Ciaran in Cornwall. Did he actually go there as 
Cornish tradition, supported by the later Life o f Piran, has it; 
and, if not, how did his cult take root and spread there, in the 
Celtic world of the time? There are three possible answers to 
this question. The first is based on the assumption that the 
legend of Ciaran who became Piran in the tradition and in the 
written Life of that saint is true, at least in substance. If this 
is so, we have a clash of two traditions (Ossorian and Cornish) 
and two sets of Lives (that of Piran for the Cornish version, and 
the Lives of Ciaran in Latin and Irish, for the tradition in 
Ossory). Of this it must be said that the Irish version of the 
story is better supported in the manuscript tradition, and is the 
more reliable account of Ciaran's life and death at Saighir, 
since it comes down to us in three parallel versions, 
represented now in the two Irish Lives and the Latin one (all 
included in Plummer's modern edition).

A second theory, supported by some modern Cornish 
historians, is that the Cornish Life o f Piran was borrowed to fit 
a local saint (Piran?) who had preached the Christian message 
in that country.17 It is suggested that this was done by some 
monastic copyist or writer in Exeter, who would have come 
across the medieval Latin Life of Ciaran there, at a time when 
such Lives were being compiled and circulated between the 
different monasteries, both in Ireland and in England.

Thirdly, I would hazard the suggestion that one of 
Ciaran's own companions or disciples from Saighir, moved by 
the same missionary spirit as their founder, went to Cornwall 
after his death, and founded a church and monastery there 
dedicated to St Ciaran (or Piran, as it became in the Cornish 
style). This may in turn have given rise to his fame and cult, 
which is reflected in the place-names, the feast-day (on 5
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March), the pilgrimages to his shrine at Perran-Zabulo, and 
the whole cult of the saint in Cornwall. This was later taken 
into the official liturgy of Exeter, following the transfer of the 
Cornish jurisdiction to that diocese in the thirteenth century. 
Finally, it passed into more general circulation when the Life of 
the saint was included by John Capgrave in his Nova Legenda 
Anglie, especially when this was published in print in 1516.

Thus, it may not have been Ciaran himself but his cult 
which crossed the sea to Cornwall, and from there to the other 
Celtic areas we have surveyed. The interesting feature of this 
theory, I submit, is the new importance of Ciaran of Saighir 
whose name, fame, and sanctity was clearly influential beyond 
his own diocese of Ossory in the spread of Christianity in the 
Celtic world of his time and long afterwards. This is surely 
something to set beside his original reputation as the first-born 
of the saints of Ireland in the opening words of the Latin Life 
of Ciaran, and as it is held in the tradition of the diocese of 
Ossory.
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