The St Magnus Cathedral Octocentenary Celebrations  - 1937

At the monthly meeting of Orkney u3a on 21 May the guest speaker was one of Orkney u3a’s own members -  Patricia Long. As well as being a tour guide and family historian, Patricia is the leader of the u3a Orkney Social History Group. 

On this occasion she very effectively brought to life the celebrations surrounding the octocentenary of the founding of St Magnus Cathedral. We learnt that the celebrations began on St Olaf’s Day, Thursday, 29 July, 1937 with a service in the cathedral. The 1,500 strong congregation included the President of the Iceland Althing, representatives of the King of Norway and the Secretary of State for Scotland, the Moderator of the General Assembly, the Bishop of Nidaros in Norway and the Rector of the church of St Magnus the Martyr in London.

The service was broadcast to an audience of over 800 in Broad Street and recorded by the BBC, to be broadcast on the Home Service on the Sunday.

The main event, that afternoon and evening, was a pageant in eight acts, staged by a cast of more than six hundred performers in Brandyquoy Park. The two performances were watched by an estimated audience of almost 7000, drawn from far and wide. The Orkney Herald described it as “the most magnificent dramatic event Orkney or the North had ever seen” and claimed that “not for another 100 years was such an event likely to be seen again”.

The pageant told the story of the arrival of Christianity in Orkney, the death of Magnus, the winning back of Orkney by Rognvald, and the building of the cathedral. The script had two exceptionally illustrious Orcadian authors: Storer Clouston and Eric Linklater.

The celebrations continued over four days. They included an excursion to Egilsay and a tour of archaeological sites for the very distinguished guests.     

Finally, there were three services in the cathedral on the Sunday. In the morning, Professor Dr Olav Kolsrud made the formal presentation of the statue of St Olaf, as a gift from the Church of Norway and the celebrations ended with a service for young people in the evening.

What really brought Patricia’s talk to life was the collection of photographs which she shared with us, together with many items of ephemera such as programmes, orders of service and newspaper clippings.

At the end of a fascinating talk we were left pondering the challenging question – will we rise equally to the occasion when the nonacentenary of the cathedral comes in 2037, just eleven years from now? What form will the celebrations take? 

[u3a provides opportunities for people who are no longer working full-time to come together to learn, volunteer, continue their interests and take up new pursuits.  There is more information about us on our website www.orkneycommunities.co.uk/u3a. You can email us at info@orkneyu3a.org]

