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RESTORATION OF THE RELIQUUARY 

OF THE URSULINE MARTYRS, 
BEFORE THEIR JOINING SAINT GERY’S CHURCH 

 
 
 
The Ursulines in Saint-Saulve keep alive the memory of their Sisters of Valenciennes, 
beheaded in 1794 during the French Revolution. A reliquary taken out of their attic, and 
probably with remains of the Martyrs, is now being restored, before presenting it to the public 
in the church of Saint Géry.  A real work in anthropology for a few volunteers. 
 
          Véronique Bertin 
 

 
Sister Annie is, in a certain manner, the memory and the 

historian of the Ursulines in Saint-Saulve, (even if in life, she 

teaches philosophy). A few months ago, she asked Caroline 

Biencourt, Diocesan Heritage Curator, to help her sort out her 

archives and give an expert opinion on some furniture.  

It is during that long standing work (that occupied 4 persons for 

about 10 days) that sister Annie showed a big Reliquary to 

Caroline Biencourt and related its long history.  

The Reliquary contains bones that were discovered during the 

expansion of the Saint Roch cemetery in 1925. As soon as they 

started digging, skulls were discovered, face to the ground, at the place where oral tradition 

put the burial site of the beheaded ursulines in 1794 explained Caroline Biencourt. 

Up to now, no one knows how their bodies were extracted from the earth or by whom this 

was done. But at the time demands for expertises were initiated by Canon Lancelin to confirm 

that those were the bodies of our ursulines. 

The bones were then placed in the reliquary donated by the same Canon in 1942 

 
  



SHOWIND IT TO THE PUBLIC  
The Reliquary restauration project is born from the desire to shown it again to the public in 

the choir of Saint-Géry's church, in Valenciennes. The restoration of the Reliquary and 

provisions for its security, amounted to 4.000 Euros. Donations are welcome.  

Last winter, the Ursulines gave this Reliquary to the Diocese. Was it fate or simple coincidence, 

but the Chapel where it will be exposed is found in the axis of the place where they were 

beheaded: the Place d’Armes, in front of the « L’Escargot » a well-known restaurant.  

We still need to know when this ceremony will take place. In June, on the anniversary of their 

Beatification? It would be a bit too soon because of the actual sanitary regulations. In 

September, during the novena of the “Saint-Cordon”? Or in October, on the sinister 

anniversary of their beheading? The date depends on the Covid and on the possibility of 

grouping many persons together during the coming months.  

 
MEDICAL AND LEGAL EXPERTS 
 
The bones discovered in an unidentified tomb of the Saint Roch Cemetery in 1925 are they 

really those of the Martyrs of Valenciennes? Sophie Vattéoni, an anthropologist, and Benoît 

Bertrand, a forensic anthropologist, have accepted to lend a hand, as volunteers, to help with 

their expertise.  

Among the bones in the Reliquary, these specialists were surprised to find the body of a child, 

a man, and four women. According to their preliminary discoveries, these are really bodies 

from the 18th century. Additionnals analyses are now on the way. Benoît Bertrand has not yet 

given his final report. Another Reliquary, a smaller one, is now being scanned and subject to 

an IRM, but we are still awaiting the results. To be even more exact, the bones should be dated 

by a carbon 14 test, but this is not only expensive, but also intrusive. “It’s a question of respect 

for human remains”, noted Caroline Biencourt. 
 

 
After having been analyzed, the bones will be put back in the Reliquary. 
“We shall then have finished our work for saving this heritage. But what 
is the actual pastoral aim behind all this work? asks the Heritage Curator.  
 
And if some day, a procedure in Canonization should begin This seems 
to be the wish of Monsignor Dollman, archbishop of Cambrai. Caroline 
Biencourt and Sister Annie could rely on the many documents that have 
been archived: a mountain of information on the Ursulines of Saint-
Saulve, from 1654 (date of their arrival in Valenciennes), until today, in 
their community, where live only eight Sisters.  

 


