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Assignment 2

A Comparison of the written Lives of Saint Cadoc and Saint Winifred.

The Life of Saint Cadoc and the Lives of Saint Winifred are two significant examples of medieval hagiographical writing, shaped by the cultural, political and religious complexities of medieval Wales. Composed or compiled in the twelfth century, both sets of texts reflect their respective institutional agendas such as Llancarfan in the case of Cadoc, and both Shrewsbury Abbey and Holywell in the case of Winifred. While each narrative seeks to promote the sanctity of its subject, they also serve broader aims such as legitimising ecclesiastical claims, reinforcing moral ideals and asserting local or regional identities. As such, these texts are not only devotional but also political and cultural artefacts shaped by the religious and ideological pressures of their time.
The twelfth century marked a period of significant change in Wales due to the Norman conquest and the accompanying religious reforms. This prompted native Welsh religious institutions to consolidate their authority and document their historical significance in new ways. Hagiography offered a means of doing this by elevating local saints into universal Christian figures while embedding important claims into authoritative narratives of sanctity. The Life of Saint Cadoc, attributed to Lifris of Llancarfan, aligns closely with this process. It constructs Cadoc as a founder, teacher and miracle-worker whose story is embedded within a network of sacred geography that affirms Llancarfan’s historical and spiritual importance. Similarly, the Lives of Saint Winifred, particularly those associated with Shrewsbury Abbey, emerge from a context of relic relocation and institutional ambitions. Winifred’s sanctity is framed not only through her virgin martyrdom but also through her relocation to Shrewsbury which transformed her cult from a regional Welsh devotion to a shrine of broader political and devotional significance.
Below is a comparative study of these two saints’ Lives, examining to what extent they are similar in purpose and motif, and how their differences, particularly in gendered representation, illuminate deeper hagiographical conventions. While both texts share common tropes such as miracle-working, conflict with secular authority and sacred places, their portrayals diverge in key ways that reflect both the gender of their subjects and the specific institutional needs behind their composition. Each Life will be explored in greater detail with special attention being given to their content and institutional contexts. The discussion will then turn to a comparison of their shared and differing motifs, including miracles, geography and confrontations with power. Perhaps most importantly to this topic will be the exploration of how gender roles shape the construction of sanctity in each saint's Life which highlights the passive, bodily sanctity of the female virgin martyr in contrast to the active, institutional authority of the male saint. One can also not ignore the political and religious motives embedded in each text along with their use in territorial and institutional legitimisation. The discussion will conclude with a reflection on the broader implications of these texts for our understanding of Welsh hagiography and the gendered dimensions of sanctity in medieval literature.

The Life of Saint Cadoc was recorded by Lifris of Llancarfan, a cleric associated with the monastery Cadoc was said to have founded[footnoteRef:1263]. The text survives in the British Library manuscript, Cotton Vespasian A.xiv which also contains several other Welsh saints’ Lives[footnoteRef:13173]. This manuscript, known collectively as the Vitae Sanctorum Wallensium, has been interpreted by some scholars such as Kathleen Hughes as part of a concerted effort among Welsh ecclesiastics in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries to consolidate and defend local ecclesiastical traditions and parish boundaries amid growing Norman presence and reforms associated with standardisation and Roman centralisation[footnoteRef:32656]. Hughes suggests that the Vitae Sanctorum Wallensium were composed or compiled to affirm the historical depth and sanctity of Welsh churches and also to appease the interest of Anglo-Norman settlers during a time where it seemed that much religious change could be on the horizon.

The Life itself portrays Cadoc as a prince of Gwynlliog who renounces secular power to become a monastic founder, educator, and miracle worker. Cadoc is educated by prominent religious figures and displays early signs of holiness and wisdom. He founds a monastery at Llancarfan, which becomes a centre of learning and sanctity. Throughout his life, Cadoc performs numerous miracles which include healing the sick, restoring life and control over wild animals which demonstrate his good standing with God. He also promotes peace, intervenes in feuds, and advocates for Christian morality and thought[footnoteRef:7568].

The narrative follows his travels across Wales, Ireland, Scotland, and Brittany, founding churches and converting pagans along the way. Cadoc’s interactions with kings and rulers often involve resolving conflicts and asserting his ecclesiastical authority. He survives various threats through divine intervention, including attempted assassinations and betrayals. Eventually, Cadoc undertakes pilgrimages to a variety of places and later returns to Britain. His life ends in martyrdom while celebrating Mass, cementing his sanctity. The text concludes with posthumous miracles and veneration at his relics, reinforcing his legacy as a major Welsh saint[footnoteRef:4240]. 

While the narrative is loosely chronological, it is not structured like a modern biography but rather as a series of events with embedded moral messaging. Cadoc travels widely to Ireland, Scotland and Brittany performing miracles, establishing churches, negotiating disputes and refusing violence[footnoteRef:15352]. Caroline Brett highlights the geographical range of the text as a deliberate hagiographical strategy. Cadoc’s sanctity is validated not only through his miracle-working but also by his ability to transcend regional confines and participate in a broader, pan-Celtic Christian tradition. This, she argues, promotes the conservativism and influence of the Welsh church[footnoteRef:82].

Central to the Life of Cadoc is the presentation of Cadoc as a confessor saint. His authority derives from asceticism, teaching and wise governance rather than martyrdom. In times of conflict Cadoc negotiates with hostile entities to save his people through acts of peaceful diplomacy rather than armed resistance[footnoteRef:16605]. This portrayal seems to serve dual functions by both modelling Christian ethics that highlight peace, humility, and spiritual discipline, as well as asserting Llancarfan’s historical claims to lands and religious legitimacy. The Life of Cadoc also subtly counters Norman narratives of reform by positioning Cadoc as a legitimate spiritual leader whose authority stems from local custom, not the continental ecclesiastical hierarchy.

In contrast to the male and ecclesiastically assertive Cadoc, the figure of Saint Winifred (Gwenfrewy in Welsh) is framed within her written Lives as a virgin martyr, a woman sanctified by her chastity, suffering and posthumous miracle-working. Saint Winifred is introduced as the daughter of Teuyth. She is placed under the tutelage of the notable religious figure Saint Beuno, to pursue a religious life[footnoteRef:2660]. The most famous and influential event of her hagiography occurs when Caradog, a local nobleman, attempts to seduce her. Upon her refusal, he beheads her outside the church[footnoteRef:17867]. Saint Beuno miraculously restores her to life, leaving a spring to emerge from the ground at the site of her death. This spring is said to be the same spring that would later be known as Holywell. Caradog is cursed and dies shortly after this event[footnoteRef:10554].

Winifred later becomes abbess of Gwytherin, where she leads a life of chastity and religious devotion[footnoteRef:4319]. After her death, her tomb becomes a site of veneration, and numerous posthumous miracles occur at both Gwytherin and Holywell[footnoteRef:28210]. In 1138, under the direction of Prior Robert of Shrewsbury, her relics are transferred from Gwytherin to Shrewsbury Abbey. This transfer is accompanied by numerous healing miracles and marks the expansion of her cult into England. Her sanctity is further reinforced by visions and divine signs throughout the journey and at her new shrine[footnoteRef:20605] [footnoteRef:15840].

Winifred’s cult eventually gained significant political and ecclesiastical influence which extended well beyond Wales into the wider Christian world. Royal pilgrimages and poetic praise further reinforced her status, making her one of the most prominent female saints in the Welsh tradition[footnoteRef:15690]. The Latin texts regarding Winifred were written after the translation of Winifred’s relics to Shrewsbury Abbey and their purposes must subsequently be understood within this context. As we have suggested, these texts were likely shaped in such a way that they served the ambitions and needs of Shrewsbury Abbey, which sought to establish Winifred’s cult as one of widespread significance, which would subsequently attract pilgrims and prestige. The well-known narrative of Winifred’s decapitation by the lustful Caradog, her miraculous restoration to life with the assistance of St Beuno, and her subsequent withdrawal to a religious life at Gwytherin places a strong emphasis on bodily sanctity and moral purity, echoing widespread tropes of female piety and martyrdom known from earlier traditions[footnoteRef:14207]. The function of Winifred’s hagiography was not merely to inspire, but also to validate the claims of institutions such as those at Shrewsbury and Holywell in Flintshire with regard to her relics and miracles. The emphasis on the saint’s miraculous well at Holywell, and its healing properties, connects her sanctity directly to the physical landscape and pilgrimage economy of medieval Wales.

Despite their differences, both Saints Lives reveal shared hagiographical strategies. Firstly, both are designed to present idealised examples of morality for monastic audiences and laity alike, whether through Cadoc’s renunciation of violence or Winifred’s commitment to chastity and forgiveness. Secondly, both can be seen as political documents which were crafted to advance the status of specific religious institutions. The Life of Cadoc reinforces the historical authority of Llancarfan at a time when Welsh churches were facing increasing pressure and scrutiny from external ecclesiastical powers. Similarly, Winifred’s Lives reflect an institutional desire to assert Shrewsbury’s possession of the saint’s relics, while the later popularity of Holywell further empowered her cult within North Wales.

Both texts also demonstrate a kind of gendered sanctity. Winifred’s Life conforms to a long-established literary tradition in which female saints are sanctified through virginity, suffering, and divine intervention[footnoteRef:16080]. By contrast, Cadoc’s sanctity is enacted through intellectual authority, diplomacy, and the founding of ecclesiastical centres, which are forms of sanctity often assigned to males in hagiographic literature. Both the Life of Saint Cadoc and the various Lives of Saint Winifred are constructed through a selection of shared hagiographical motifs, designed to project sanctity and institutional legitimacy. While grounded in local ecclesiastical politics and landscapes, they also draw upon widely diffused narrative patterns such as miracle-working, divine vengeance, visions, confrontation with authority figures, and the sanctification of places. 

Miracles are often one of the primary focuses of hagiography. They authenticate the saint’s holiness and offer divine endorsement of the institutions connected with their cult. In Cadoc’s Life, miracles appear in various forms such as healing, resurrection, protection from enemies, and nature manipulation. In one striking episode, Cadoc causes a pool to appear by prayer when water is needed for a baptism, a typical ‘water miracle’ that aligns him with other Celtic saints associated with springs and holy wells[footnoteRef:22680] [footnoteRef:21121]. Similarly, he is shown feeding the hungry with miraculously multiplying food, calming storms and curing ailments through relics and prayers[footnoteRef:21874]. The variety of miracle types in Cadoc’s Life illustrates the versatility of his saintly powers and how their usefulness extended across education, justice, diplomacy, and divine intercession.

In contrast, the miracle central to Winifred’s legend is more passive in nature. Her decapitation and subsequent resurrection by St Beuno notably occurs to her, but is not performed by her. The narrative of Winifred’s resurrection follows a fairly recognisable martyrological arc, where the female saint resists sexual aggression, is killed or injured in some way, and is subsequently miraculously restored[footnoteRef:19063]. This event will then usually serve as the main reason for the saint entering into a monastic life, thus forming the theological and narrative basis for their cult. Her body becomes a living miracle which symbolises divine purity and chastity. Unlike Cadoc’s miracles, which range across a lifetime, the miracle associated with Winifred is defined by a single spectacle of divine intervention, followed by her entrance into the monastic life. [1263:  Jennifer Bell, The Development of the Saints’ Cults and the Ecclesiastical Landscape of Early Medieval South Wales, c. 600–1200 (Bangor University, 2022), pp. 29-30.]  [13173:  Kathleen Hughes, Celtic Britain in the Early Middle Ages: Studies in Scottish and Welsh Sources, ed. by David N. Dumville, Studies in Celtic History, 2 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1980), p. 53.]  [32656:  Hughes, Celtic Britain, p. 54.]  [7568:  Vita sancti Cadoci, in Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae et Genealogiae, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1944), reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [4240:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].
]  [15352:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].
]  [82:  Caroline Brett, ‘You Read it Here First’: Early Traditions of Welsh Saints in Brittany, Kathleen Hughes Memorial Lectures 19 (Cambridge: Department of Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic, University of Cambridge, 2022), p. 33]  [16605:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [2660:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride: With an Essay on the Cult in Mediaeval Wales, trans. by Hugh Feiss and Ronald Pepin (Toronto: Peregrina Publishing Co., 1991), pp. 27-29.]  [17867:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 33-36.]  [10554:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, p. 37.]  [4319:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 45-46.]  [28210:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 67-71.]  [20605:  Jane Cartwright, ‘The Welsh Versions of the Life of Gwenfrewy’, Studia Celtica, 56 (2022), p. 238 ]  [15840:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 88-90.]  [15690:  Cartwright, ‘Welsh Versions of the Life of Gwenfrewy’, pp. 238-239]  [14207:  Jane Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008), pp. 85-86.]  [16080:  Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality, pp. 85-86]  [22680:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [21121:  Madeleine Gray, ‘Saints on the Edge: Reconfiguring Sanctity in the Welsh March’, in Rewriting Holiness: Reconfiguring Vitae, Re-signifying Cults, ed. by Madeleine Gray (London: Boydell & Brewer for King’s College London Medieval Studies, 2017), p. 97]  [21874:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [19063:  Gray, ‘Saints on the Edge’, p. 91.] 

[bookmark: _Int_trJTp2PC]However, the miracle narratives associated with both saints have connections to springs and water. Cadoc’s control over natural elements reinforces his authority over spaces and communities while Winifred’s spring at Holywell becomes a popular destination for pilgrimage and healing. The holy well narrative in Winifred’s Life actually became an essential defining factor of her cult and continued to have much importance throughout history[footnoteRef:4220] As such, we can see that the motif of water is important to both of these saint’s hagiographies despite being deployed differently within the texts.

Another motif that occurs frequently in these hagiographies is confrontation with secular power. In the Life of Cadoc, this takes the form of diplomatic resistance and the spiritual triumph of the church over various rulers and invaders. For example, Cadoc encounters a group of fifty soldiers working for Paul Penychen. The soldiers forcibly take food and supplies from him and his followers and go into a nearby field to feast. However, before they begin eating, the soldiers are struck down by divine wrath as the earth opened up and they ‘submerged in the depth of an abyss’[footnoteRef:26892]. This divine vengeance reinforces Cadoc’s moral superiority and divine favour. [4220:  Cartwright, ‘Welsh Versions of the Life of Gwenfrewy’, pp. 237-238]  [26892:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].] 

Winifred’s confrontation is more intimate and gendered. She is pursued by the nobleman Caradog, who seeks to violate her chastity. Upon her refusal, he beheads her. The aggressor is punished via divine wrath called upon by Saint Beuno, which leads to Caradog being killed. The motif of resistance to male violence is common in virgin martyr narratives. Here, it is framed as both a personal and religious struggle as the preservation of bodily integrity symbolises faithfulness to God, and the punishment for attempting to violate such bodily purity is swift and severe.
The use of sacralised geography is also central to both Lives. Cadoc is depicted as a well-travelled figure who founded churches, crossed seas, and sanctified new territories. The miracles and moral lessons are attached to a named locations such as Llancarfan, Beneventum and Ireland which creates a sort of map of spiritual colonisation[footnoteRef:26539]. This was likely not a coincidence given that this text was written at a time when asserting the antiquity, independence and importance of Welsh religious sites was politically essential[footnoteRef:30414]. [26539:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [30414:  Hughes, Celtic Britain, p. 54.] 

[bookmark: _Int_ff3WFIVh]Similarly, Winifred’s sanctity is tied to Holywell, where she was resurrected, and Gwytherin, where she later established a religious institution and was buried. This transformed these locations into religious monuments which justified pilgrimages and the construction of shrines. The Lives of Winifred allow sacred history to be tied to specific places which would have allowed religious communities to assert historical rights in a world where such things might be contested. Water, burial sites, and monastic locations become narrative devices to legitimise both religious and territorial claims across the Lives of both Saints.

However, one of the most significant narrative differences between the two saints lies in their models of sainthood. Winifred fits the classical virgin martyr model as her sanctity arises from her ultimate resistance to sin and the preservation of her chastity and morality until death. Her body is representative of her holiness, and her sanctity is confirmed through divine resurrection and miraculous healing waters. Cadoc, on the other hand, follows the path of a devout monk and missionary who teaches, mediates and constructs communities. His narrative resists violent resolution, and he often resolves issues with the use of wisdom or prayer. Even when he dies, it is not at the height of a dramatic act but as a mature spiritual figure[footnoteRef:8785]. This divergence is reflective of broader gendered conventions in hagiographical literature. Female saints’ bodies are often one of the primary narrative themes, while male saints’ authority often resides in their speech, intellect, performance of miracles and institution-building. While both are ‘victims’ in their stories in some sense (with Cadoc operating in a time of conflict and invasions and Winifred being a victim of carnal violence), the narratives promote different gendered reactions to suffering such as diplomacy for men and endurance for women.

It is important to note that hagiographical texts are not simple records of devotion. They are also literary artefacts that provide insight into contemporary cultural norms, ecclesiastical politics and, crucially for this discussion, assumptions about gender roles. This is evident both in how sanctity is portrayed and in the voice and perspective of the hagiographer. In the Lives of Cadoc and Winifred, gender informs not only the saints’ actions but also the language, tone, and theological framing of the narrative itself.

The Life of Cadoc constructs sanctity within a masculine framework of authority, spiritual patronage and institutional legitimacy. Cadoc is consistently portrayed as a rational agent, one whose sanctity derives from moral clarity and self-discipline, rather than from physical suffering or the holiness of the body. In moments of confrontation, Cadoc often relies on his diplomatic skill and priestly wisdom rather than spectacle[footnoteRef:552]. His actions are often framed as Christ-like and biblically grounded. The text itself consistently reinforces this ideal. The style is dense and favours moral exposition that reveal the monastic, male clerical worldview of the author. In several episodes, the hagiographer directly instructs the reader in Christian principles through Cadoc and the surrounding events, even occasionally quoting scripture[footnoteRef:639]. This aligns Cadoc with Christ-like attributes and frames him as a model for pastoral behaviour. [8785:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [552:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [639:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].] 

[bookmark: _Int_itHPy0DY]Furthermore, Cadoc’s masculine sanctity is institutionally anchored. His founding of churches and monasteries and his engagement with political rulers reinforces a conception of the saint as a builder and stabiliser of Christian order. Cadoc’s hagiographer was writing at a time when the authority of native Welsh churches and religious power structures needed to be documented in terms recognisable to a broader Latin Christian audience[footnoteRef:23333]. His portrayal in this manner becomes a vehicle for asserting ecclesiastical power and territorial control. Therefore, masculine sanctity in this context is rational and institutional. The saint's body is largely irrelevant in this narrative. Instead, what matters is his capacity to represent order, doctrine, and political neutrality in turbulent times.

By contrast, the Lives of Saint Winifred construct sanctity through the lens of chastity, vulnerability, and bodily transformation. Here, the female saint’s body is central not only to the narrative but to the theological framework itself. Winifred’s resurrection by Beuno, her refusal of marriage, and her eventual religious life are all framed through ideals of purity and submission, reflecting a gendered model of sanctity rooted in martyrdom and virginity[footnoteRef:17248]. The narrative voice in Winifred’s Lives adopts a more emotive and, at times, intimate tone. The authors of the Lives linger on Winifred’s beauty, modesty, and obedience to her parents[footnoteRef:8082]. These qualities reinforce the saint’s role as a passive vessel of divine grace rather than a bold autonomous actor. This passivity is not uncommon in medieval Welsh hagiography, where female sanctity is often constructed through traditional narratives female rescue, where the male figures in the story usually display the most agency.

As stated previously, the most significant event in Winifred’s story is her resurrection, which she does not perform but receives. Additionally, it is noteworthy that her healing miracles are not directly performed by her either, but result from contact with the well that manifested after her initial beheading. Her sanctity is validated not necessarily through her choices or teachings but through her spiritual endurance and divine interventions. As a result, her hagiography becomes an example of righteous feminine devotion.

The gendered portrayals within Winifred’s Lives also extend to other characters. Caradog is a hyper-masculine figure with little self-control and Beuno is an idealised male cleric, protector and deliverer of divine justice[footnoteRef:29613]. Winifred finds herself at the whim of these two individuals in one way or another, making her come across as more of a theological symbol of a devout woman rather than a complex character. 

One of the most striking contrasts between the lives of these two saints is the degree to which each saint speaks or is spoken for. Cadoc is a frequent speaker in his own Life as his words shape events and he delivers sermons[footnoteRef:26097]. Winifred speaks rarely and usually in a tone of pleading, obedience, or prayer. Her refusal of Caradog is also not necessarily a declaration against sexual violence but rather a reiteration of her desire to remain chaste, reflecting adherence to traditional values[footnoteRef:25638]. This distinction is an example of a broader literary pattern where male saints articulate and spread doctrine, while female saints embody it. Gender, therefore, seemingly dictates not only what the saint does but also how the saint can be represented within hagiographical literature.

We have seen that the Lives of Saint Cadoc and Saint Winifred are both hagiographical texts concerned with holiness and moral teaching. However, they are both also deeply political. Each is reflective of the needs of the monastic communities that produced or promoted them, offering historical justification for continued spiritual authority and legitimacy in transitional periods. The Lives of both Saint Cadoc and Saint Winifred functioned not only as devotional narratives but as deliberate interventions in religious and territorial politics.

The Life of Saint Cadoc emerged at a time where Welsh religious institutions would have been particularly vulnerable. The Norman conquest had not only military consequences but also brought sweeping religious reforms, particularly through the assertion of authority over Wales and the imposition of continental diocesan structures. In response to this, Welsh monastic centres such as Llancarfan sought to consolidate their status through the production of texts such as these hagiographies[footnoteRef:9702]. Cadoc’s story seems to be intended as a tool of institutional memory. Its content reinforces Llancarfan and other location’s centrality to Welsh Christian history. The saint’s founding of monasteries, resolving of disputes and receiving of royal donations serves to retroactively justify ecclesiastical rights. The text mentions lands and properties granted to or founded by Cadoc and his followers, embedding territorial claims into the hagiographic narrative[footnoteRef:7014].  [23333:  Hughes, Celtic Britain, p. 54.]  [17248:  Gray, ‘Saints on the Edge’, p. 96.]  [8082:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 28-33.]  [29613:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 27-37.]  [26097:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [25638:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 27-76.
]  [9702:  Brett, ‘You Read it Here First’, p. 19.]  [7014:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].] 

[bookmark: _Int_jI3PJKPR][bookmark: _Int_RpGC52qK][bookmark: _Int_h6eONyEJ][bookmark: _Int_eUbJ7CzT]Additionally, Cadoc’s interactions with bishops, his learning abroad and his pilgrimages across the Christian world would have allowed Llancarfan to depict its founder as an active and important participant in the broader Christian world. This further serves to reinforce claims of territory and religious influence. In this way, the hagiographer attempts to position Cadoc as being a figure who is incredibly important, not only to the Welsh, but universally within Christianity, with his sanctity reaching across borders and legitimising local traditions.Cadoc’s narrative also touches upon negotiations and tensions with secular power[footnoteRef:17487]. His ability to act as a moral and legal authority reinforces the notion that the Church, embodied in monastic institutions like Llancarfan, offers itself as an important and stabilising force when it comes to political matters. 

Similarly, there is evidence of institutional ambitions within the Lives of Saint Winifred also. One of the most significant evolutions of Winifred’s cult occurred with the transfer of her relics from Gwytherin to Shrewsbury Abbey[footnoteRef:26672]. This event likely prompted a reframing of her story to serve the institutional interests of Shrewsbury. These Lives elevate Winifred from a locally celebrated Welsh virgin to a saint of national importance. By claiming her relics and producing authoritative Latin texts, Shrewsbury Abbey positioned itself as custodian of her sanctity, effectively integrating a distinctly Welsh cult into the English monastic system. In this way, the texts both honour Winifred as a saint while also attempting to assert the status of the abbey and the authenticity of the relics they possess.

Her hagiography reflects this agenda in several ways. The defining factors of Winifred’s sanctity are simple and universal. Though her story takes place in Wales, the tone and theological framework of the Latin Lives are in keeping with broader Christian traditions. She is explicitly presented as an idealised model of obedience and chastity consistent with common female religious ideals[footnoteRef:31655]. The Lives of Winifred also emphasise miraculous healing waters and pilgrimage, transforming Holywell into a major cult centre. The economic and devotional benefits of this were likely very profound. An increase in visits from devotees, pilgrims and those seeking healing resulted in increased income and institutional power for both Holywell and Shrewsbury.

The monks of Shrewsbury likely faced challenges in justifying the relocation of Winifred’s relics and the restructuring of her cult. The strategy employed within the Latin Lives addresses this by depicting the relocation as divinely ordained, being accompanied by miracles and sacred visions[footnoteRef:28074]. In this way, the Lives not only legitimise Shrewsbury’s possession of her relics but they also effectively draw the focus of Winifred’s geographical sanctity away from her original burial site and toward the ecclesiastical interests of a major English abbey. Additionally, the texts still reaffirm the importance of the cult’s Welsh origins despite seeking to incorporate it into their English system. This balance that is maintained throughout the texts provides some insight into the process of cultural negotiation in twelfth-century ecclesiastical politics.

Both the Life of Saint Cadoc and the Lives of Saint Winifred have political motives embedded within them, but these motives and their functions differ with each saint. Cadoc’s cult, despite its wide-reaching narrative, remained relatively regional, focusing on Llancarfan and affiliated communities[footnoteRef:8275]. His Life serves as a justification for local ecclesiastical rights and appealed to both a Welsh audience concerned with resisting external encroachment and an Anglo-Norman audience with an interest in Welsh Christian traditions[footnoteRef:21487]. Winifred’s cult on the other hand, was expanded and exported to Shrewsbury and the broader English pilgrimage network[footnoteRef:4656]. Her narrative had to be adaptable and accommodating to both Welsh origin myths and English religious rhetoric.

As such, the Lives of these two saints reflect different political strategies. The Life of Cadoc appeals to continuity and local tradition while asserting Welsh religious autonomy. The Winifred Lives engage in a process of shifting the saint’s significance from one place to another across institutional boundaries, in line with the ambitions of Shrewsbury Abbey. Both are political but their political ambitions differ in that one is effectively defensive and conservative while the other is expansive and assimilative.


To conclude, the Lives of Saint Cadoc and Saint Winifred reveal the versatile nature of hagiography as a literary and ideological tool for religious institutions inn medieval Wales. At first glance these texts recount the miraculous deeds and virtues of two holy individuals. However, beneath these devotional narratives lies a complex interaction of political ambitions, gender ideologies and religious power-struggles. These hagiographies are not merely spiritual biographies, they are also calculated narratives constructed to serve the interests of institutions, shape communal memory and legitimise territorial and theological claims in the face of cultural and administrative change. 

In Cadoc’s Life, his sanctity is defined through action, speech, and diplomacy. His journey across kingdoms, his founding of monasteries and his peaceful negotiations are symbolic of a distinctly masculine form of holiness that is anchored in institutional legacy and intellectual authority. Winifred’s Lives, by contrast, cast her as a symbol of divine grace whose sanctity is demonstrated through her bodily purity, suffering and miraculous restoration. Her passive endurance and resurrection align her with the well-established tropes of the virgin martyr which likely helped in enabling her cult to transcend its Welsh origins and integrate into the broader English religious framework and pilgrimage networks.

What unites both narratives is their strategic deployment of hagiographical motifs such as miracles, divine vengeance, visions and sacred geography. These were crafted to promote the enduring relevance and legitimacy of specific ecclesiastical centres such as Llancarfan and Shrewsbury. These motifs, however, are mediated by gender. Cadoc speaks, builds, teaches and leads while Winifred is spoken for, acted upon and venerated through the medium of her sanctified body and locations associated with her. In this way, both saints become reflections of the broader gendered logic of medieval sanctity, wherein male saints model authority and moral instruction, while female saints model virtue through obedience, chastity, and suffering. 

These Lives do not merely reflect medieval Welsh religiosity, they helped to shape it. Texts such as these offer insight into how communities used the language of holiness to secure territory, claim historical continuity and negotiate their place within the wider Latin Christian world. In their structure, content and underlying purpose, the Life of Saint Cadoc and the Lives of Saint Winifred demonstrate that sanctity was a flexible category that could be defined by a variety of contemporary necessities and cultural expectations. [17487:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [26672:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 77-93.]  [31655:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 27-76.]  [28074:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 77-93.]  [8275:  Vita sancti Cadoci, ed. by A. W. Wade-Evans., reproduced at Mary Jones' Celtic Literature Collective https://www.maryjones.us/ctexts/cadog.html [accessed 31 July 2025].]  [21487:  Hughes, Celtic Britain, p. 54.]  [4656:  Two Mediaeval Lives of Saint Winefride, trans. by Feiss and Pepin, pp. 77-93.] 
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