The Ursuline Martyrs of Valenciennes
Iconographic Approaches
1st part: Up to 1908

In the Archives of the communities of Notre-Dame de la Garde and Merici, in Saint-Saulve, we keep
some pictures, portrayals and paintings on the Ursulines of Valenciennes. Most of them represent their
martyrdom. This iconography is certainly a very modest one, but it presents a certain diversity and a
real unity.
Of course, during the torments of the French Revolution, there are no pictures of the deceased. And this
is not surprising, because these women were considered as the worst traitors and were even deprived of
a death certificate.
In our Archives, we have found an interesting document: a small card with the title: “The Ursuline
Martyrs of Valenciennes, October 17th to 23rd, 1794”. It has two parts, separated by what seems to be a
martyr’s palm. The part on the right is called “After the sentence”, which was pronounced in a court
room, according to the documents. The one on the left is called “On the way to the scaffold”.

On the back, we can read a very astonishing inscription : “Photograph taken before the first pictures,
around 1804.”

This refers to 10 years after the events, when the rest of the community had been dispersed and
condemned to a life of great poverty. If we consider the part on the left, we can already see all the details
that will gradually become constant iconographic elements, frequent in representing our Sisters’
martyrdom.
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The greater part of the scene takes place on earth. We can see:
•
The Ursulines, deprived of their religious habit, their hands
fastened behind their back. They are 5 in all. In this case, their
death would be on October 17th. If they are 6, in that case, they
were put to death on October 23rd.
•
The policeman on horseback.
•
The stairs or the ladder leading to the scaffold – awesome
because of its height. The blade, cleanly seen, looks terrifying.
•
The executioner seems ready.
•
Behind, the houses of Valenciennes. They are important,
because it was for their sake that the Ursulines came back from
Mons.
•
Above the Ursulines, the crowd or the court.
•
On the right, the huge Church of Saint Peter, evidently part of the
earth, but it rises up to heaven, thus fulfilling its role. leading us
from earth to heaven.
•
Finally, in heaven, an Angel prepares the palm.

We also keep in the Archives, for the celebration in 1874 of the fifty
years of their martyrdom, a picture called “an ancient one”, already
faded through the years, but without any date.
•
•

•
•

•

Here, heaven and earth are pictured in almost the same
space.
On earth, no scaffold, nothing on Valenciennes, not even the
church. Only the Ursulines, kneeling down and hardly
visible; some still have their religious habit; others have
already been deprived of it.
Below, on the left, the cross and the skull.
In heaven, Saint Ursula seems to approach the black clouds
on earth as much as possible, in order to come and welcome
the Ursulines. Three angels accompany her.
We have here a second group of pictures, explicitly
connecting the Ursulines’ martyrdom to the Martyrdom of
Saint Ursula.

The verses written under the picture follow the same thought:
Ursula, may you grant our wishes,
Be my guide and my model,
And protect from the heavens on high
The children of your daughter, Angela.
This theme will be used later for the Beatification, and already in October 1894, during the celebration
of the Triduum for the hundredth anniversary of the Ursulines’ death.
“In the martyrdom of these holy women, there is something marvelous, for it agrees with the martyrdom
of Saint Ursula, their patroness. 1. This saint was accompanied by 11.000 virgins; eleven Ursulines
were sacrificed, and Mother Ursula was the first one. 2. Saint Cordula was the last of all these virgins
who had the joy of shedding their blood for Jesus Christ; likewise, a Sister Cordula was the last of the
eleven who died on the scaffold. ”
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Sainte Ursula accompanied by three angels.
Always in our Archives dealing with old pictures, an undated drawing
by Louisa Claus.
The iconography is different.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Heaven and earth take almost the same amount of space.
The church of Saint Peter is not called to be the link between
heaven and earth, as in the picture “around 1904”.
On earth, the houses of Valenciennes are present.
The stairs or the ladder to climb on the scaffold.
The executioner and his assistant.
The Ursulines in their religious habit are six in all. This
represents therefore October 23rd.
In heaven, beyond the clouds,-no angels, but the Virgin Mary
giving the palm to 5 Ursulines, on October 21st.

Between October 28, 1898, and April 5, 1900, information is given in the Church of the Ursulines in
Saint-Saulve on the life and death of the Ursulines of Valenciennes.
This gives them the opportunity of printing a picture with the permission of Monsignor Sonnois,
Archbishop of Cambrai.

This picture is dated on March 26th, 1901, and includes several
elements that will become traditional ones..
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Ursulines are represented all together.
Valenciennes with it houses and the Church of Saint Peter
are represented.
An Angel in heaven with the palm.
The executioner.
The scaffold and the ladder for reaching it.
The policeman on horseback.
The court and the crowd.

.
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In 1901, Canon Loridan’s book is edited on the Ursulines of Valenciennes, before and during the Terror,
with some prints that had not yet been published.

.
After the sentence
On the scaffold
ssentencesentenprès
sscscaffold’échafaud
la sentence
On the cover, the Ursulines are represented all together, wearing their religious habit, with a General
on horseback, the Church of Saint Peter and the houses of Valenciennes. We can also notice the ladder
and the scaffold, and the executioner. This concerns the part on the “Earth”. The part on “Heaven” is
hidden by the title.
The scenes “After the sentence” and “On the scaffold” concern October 23rd, because there are 6
Ursulines represented..
The cover

From 1906 on, the Sisters of Saint-Salve wanted to have a painting they could put in their chapel, and
have one also in view of the beatification. They ask for the help of Diogène Maillart, a well-known
painter.
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This is the notice in the Monastery’s journal, on April
2nd, 1908.
“We receive from Paris the painting we ordered some
time ago from Mister Maillart, painter and artist,
professor at the Gobelins. This painting, measuring 1
meter 50 cm. x 1 meter; represents the last hour of
our venerable Martyrs. The scaffold is in the middle
of the Square of Valenciennes; the policemen on
horseback look after the surroundings.
The
executioners are at their place, and the first Sisters
climb the steps that separate them from the others,
while their companions, kneeling on the ground, are
united to them in their supreme sacrifice. All have
their hands fastened, however the Superior tries to
raise her hands, in order to send a last blessing to her
Sisters. The attitudes are varied and expressive and
suggest reflections on heaven, a sort of foretaste of
the eternal joy that God reserves for his saints”.
This painting is still preserved among us.

The Sisters had prudently ordered two paintings, one for the Chapel and another one to be offered
during the beatification that they hoped to be very near. Why will they give Rome a French paining,
when the painters involved are not Raphaels, but are quarreling, hoping to be the one for producing
the scene of the Martyrdom?
To be continued.
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