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Essay 2: “Write a short journal article (2000 words) on EITHER any holy well OR any saintly relic of your choice.”


Introduction

Saints, those who are virtuous and holy in the Christian faith. Sainthood was regarded as gender specific in the British Isles, especially in the medieval period, as women were not perceived to be able to do such saintly things as a man might (such as run a monastery etc.)[footnoteRef:1]. This journal article will look at a Saint who was and still is known by the name of Melangell, the Patron Saint of Hares and the shrine in which her bones are stated as being kept in.  The journal article will look backwards into the legend or story which surrounds her, where she settled and include information about the actual shrine in which she resides within currently and where her bones were originally.  [1:  (Cartwright, 2002)] 

As a saint has been defined, let us define what a relic is. Put simply, a relic can be the bodily remains of a saint, or the personal affects of one, that have been preserved in one way or another.[footnoteRef:2] They are preserved for worship usually, as they are known to have effects on those that venerate them usually in a healing capacity. Relics exist in many different cultures and religions, such as Buddhism, Islam, Shamanism etc. and normally are stored with in a sacred buildings where they are watched over by a person of faith and visited by the pilgrims looking for cures and miracles to be bestowed from visiting and paying homage to the relics  [2:  (Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019)] 


Melangell the Patron Saint of Hares

Legend says that Saint Melangell (known also by her Latin name of Monacella) was of royal blood, being the daughter of an Irish King in what is thought to be the late 6th century or the early 7th century.[footnoteRef:3] As she grew, and only became more lovely and gentle, her father attempted to marry her to a noble man in his court. For Melangell, who wished to remain celibate and unmarried, this was a problem. Knowing that she could not fight her father over this, she instead decided to flee across the sea, where she arrived in the valleys of central Wales, Powys to be exact. It was here that she lead a rather solitary life, which is believed she enjoyed immensely. She was thought to have lived off of berries and nuts for the most part, slept within a cave on a slab of rock, and much like a fairy-tale of olde, surrounded herself with small woodland creatures that had dared to come close enough.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  (Pennant, 2019)]  [4:  (Pennant, 2019)] 


Melangell managed to go ‘fifteen years without seeing a man’s face’, fifteen years of peace and quiet, before she was approached by the Prince of Powys, Brochwel Ysgithrog.[footnoteRef:5] On that fateful day the Prince had gone into the wilds to hunt for game, when he came across a hare that he attempted to hunt down. The hare evaded the prince, where it managed to find Melangell deep in prayer and contemplation and laid itself upon her robes, boldly facing its hunters from her side.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  (Guardian, 2021)]  [6:  (Pennant, 2019)] 


This is the sight that the Prince came upon whilst stumbling nosily through dense thicket in pursuit, his hounds also coming to a stop, no matter what he did to urge them on they would not go forward. He found himself looking at a very beautiful woman, Melangell, a woman with a serene presence unlike any he had come upon before and started to question her. 

Sources differ, but some claim that the Welsh Prince asked Melangell for her hand in marriage upon first seeing her, whilst others maintain that he simply questioned her for being in the middle of nowhere.[footnoteRef:7] Hearing her woeful story, the Prince decided he would give Melangell a large piece of land, the land she herself was standing on. His only condition for this gift was that he asked that she make the land a place of contemplation, peace and prayers for others in need of the same calm, freedom and serenity that she herself sort. [7:  ((Pennant, 2019) vs (Saints Preserved, 2013))] 


Knowing that this would mean an end to her solitude she agreed with the Prince’s wishes, though she asked that this not only be a sanctuary for those of a gentle nature like herself, but also the small woodland animals she had been so enamoured with. With this agreement, a nunnery was built on the spot of their meeting, and during Melangell’s long life at the nunnery as the abbess, no small animals or hares were hunted or harmed. Hares in this valley are still referred to as “Melangell’s lambs” as they are still closely linked to the saint, and they are not to be hunted on principal throughout the area of Pennant Melangell. As a side note, her feast day in Wales is on the 31st of January, whereas in England it is on the 27th of May. 

Melangell Church

During the Reformation period in Britain (the period in which King Henry VIII made the conscious decision to split from the Roman Catholic Church and found the protestant Church of England in 1534) is around the time that the abbey was thought to have been dismantled. The church that stands in Llangynog, Powys is Romanesque in style, and is thought to be the remains of a nunnery that once stood there, as the stonework is approximately from the 12th century.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  (CPAT, 2017)] 


Different parts of the church have been rebuilt and restored during different ages, for example the tower of the church is from the 19th century, whereas the porch is older, as it dates back to the 18th century.[footnoteRef:9] The important part of the church is the cell-y-bedd, the Cell of the Grave, which is where Saint Melangell’s bones are said to be stored presently. The shrine that houses the relics was demolished in 1561, and the stones from it were repurposed into other parts of the building and elsewhere in the area. It was not until the 1980’s that the shrine was rebuilt using some of it’s missing stones, though some were not recoverable, and new stones using the same material were modelled into it.  [9:  (CPAT, 2017)] 


When Thomas Pennant was writing about St. Melangell’s church in 1810, the bones in the shrine had not been deposited within, and there were no images of the saint within the shrine either.[footnoteRef:10] There was a rudimentary sketch of the saint on a plaque in the neighbouring graveyard however, depicting Melangell surrounded by hares in an effort to protect them it is thought.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  (Pennant, 2019)]  [11:  (Pennant, 2019)] 


The site on which the church sits itself has been speculated to be a pre-Christian bronze age burial site by the Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust,[footnoteRef:12] and is circled by four ancient yew trees, that have been aged to be approximately 2000 years old. Celtic spiritualists have said that the area in which Melangell church sits, is something they call a “thin place”, where the veil between heaven and earth is thought to be thin, making it somewhat mystical in appearance and being.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  (CPAT, 2017)]  [13:  (Saints Preserved, 2013)] 


People have been pilgrimaging to Melangell church for a long time now, those suffering with sickness and seeking spiritual comfort and healing are known to frequent the Saints shrine where her bones have been recently deposited, and the priest who looks after the shrine does services for those visiting. On special days tea and cake is offered after a service for those visiting as well.[footnoteRef:14] The current priest guardian of St. Melangell’s is the reverend Christine Brown, who was also one of the first women to be given priesthood by the Church of England. She has Welsh ancestry herself and felt that she could bring meaning to the role of priest guardian for St. Melangell’s.  [14:  (Gillie, 2011)] 

She is quoted on the official St. Melangell’s website saying: “I’m delighted to have the opportunity to follow in the footsteps of all those who have developed the vision and outreach of the church here down the years since Melangell came to this valley. May her example of prayer, compassion and practical response facilitate whatever lies ahead as people continue to come to this place to find God’s guidance, healing, and hope.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  (Guardian, 2021)] 


Within the cell-y-bedd there is a raised stone that marks where they believe the saint to have been buried, an excavation in 1958 found skeletal remains in the floor of the cell-y-bedd, more of the skeletal remains and fragments were found in 1989.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  (Guardian, 2021)] 


An orthopaedic surgeon (who was a specialist in studying archaeological bones) examined the bones carefully from within a casket and confirmed that the bones were those of a small woman, approximately five foot in height.[footnoteRef:17] These bones are currently resting within the shrine, as they are thought to be Saint Melangell’s because of where they were located within the shrine.[footnoteRef:18] There is no other way to determine whether the bones are truly that of the Virgin saint, or if they are the bones of a nun from the nunnery that was said to be there before-hand. [17:  (Guardian, 2021)]  [18:  (Guardian, 2021)] 


Those who are undergoing serious hospital treatments or have been diagnosed with cancer and other serious ailments will visit Melangell church in pilgrimage, as mentioned previously, as it is said that it helps them cope with the reality of their sickness whilst they are in contemplation in the shrine. But it is not always serious illness that attracts visitors to the Melangell shrine, sometimes those who suffer from alcohol abuse or drug abuse[footnoteRef:19] have been noted for their visiting and praying for healing and help through and towards their recovery, everyone is welcome within the shrine.  [19:  (Gillie, 2011)] 
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