Celtic Sanctity, Spirituality and Hagiography (HPCS7005).  Caroline Yeates 2103578
Assignment 1. A Critical Appraisal of The Life of St. Brynach.

This essay will refer to translations of the Vita Sancti Bernachius/ Sancti Bernaci taken from the Vita Sanctorum Wallensium in the Vespasian XIV composite manuscript of the Cotton Collection. The translation referred to throughout is The Wade-Evans translation published by the Celtic Literature Collective[footnoteRef:1] in the Lives of The British Saints section of the Ecclesiastical Literature Collection. [1:  <maryjones.us/ctexts/index_christian.html/>  ] 

Brynach appears to have been active during the sixth century but as with so many of the protagonists of the Age of the Saints there are no extant contemporaneous records. Dedications and sites associated with him stretch from North Pembrokeshire though Carmarthenshire to Breconshire and Glamorgan. The Vita situates him firmly in Cemais          (archaically Kemes), one of the old cantrefs of Dyfed between the the Teifi estuary and Fishguard, reaching to the Preseli hills and bisected by the river Nyfer into two commotes, and only mentions his foundation at Nevern and his activities at Pontfaen. If the Vita was written in Cemais by a twelfth century cleric this emphasis on locality could be explained by the turbulent history of Cemais.
Who then was Brynach and what did he (and his ‘Life’) represent? Henken (1987) says of fifth and sixth century Welsh saints that they came to serve as “Christianized folk heroes” rather than purely “protagonists of religious narrative”[footnoteRef:2] and says that the narrative and traditions around them follow biographical patterns consistent with the Indo-European heroic pattern albeit modified by Welsh cultural tradition and the need to emphasise the sanctity of the protagonist. Bradley (1999) cites the traditions and narratives around the personality cults of saints as producing a  [2:  Elissa R. Henken ‘The Saint As Secular Ruler: Aspects Of Welsh Hagiography’, Folklore,1987, Vol.98,No. 2 (1987),pp.226-232 (p 226) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1259984 > [accessed 20 February 2023].] 

‘misleading picture of spiritual Power Rangers charging around performing        
spectacular miracles and founding hundreds of churches.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ian Bradley, ‘For All The Saints Who From Their Labours Rest’ in Celtic Christianity: Making Myths And Chasing Dreams, Author Ian Bradley (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,1999) pp1-38 (p. 2).] 

Alan Thacker (2002) speaks of the ‘loca sanctorum’ and the linking of sanctity and place, and also of ‘degrees of localness’ in terms of influence and veneration of a saint and Brynach’s spread of dedications would probably fall into Thacker’s degree of ‘multilocal’ patron across West and South Wales.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Alan Thacker, ‘Loca Sanctorum: The Significance Of Place In The Study Of The Saints’, in Local Saints And Local Churches In The Early Medieval West, ed. by Alan Thacker and Richard Sharpe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp.1-43 (p.1).] 

To return to the history of Cemais and place the writing of the Vita in historical context we need to look at Wales in the twelfth century. This period was characterised by a shifting balance of power, influence, and allegiance not just between the Welsh and the Normans but between Welsh rulers and within ruling families. As Thacker, above, links sanctity and place, so is it difficult to disentangle the claims on land by encroaching secular rulers from those of the incoming monastic settlements as the Benedictines and later the Cistercians advanced into Wales as lands were in the gift of Norman lords who also maintained holdings in England. For example, Gilbert fitz Richard gave the lands of the established community at Llanbadarn Fawr to the Benedictine abbey of St Peter at Gloucester, Brecon Priory was a cell of Battle Abbey.[footnoteRef:5] Carr (1995) makes the following statement about the Benedictines: [5: A.D. Carr, Medieval Wales, (London: Macmillan Press Ltd.,1995) ,pp. 49-50.] 

‘The rule of St. Benedict was essentially moderate, providing a monastic life for fallible men; the Celtic tradition, on the other hand, stressed the quest for spiritual perfection, although by the twelfth century this was usually honoured more in the breach than the observance.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Carr, Medieval Wales, p.50.] 

Carr contrasts the more austere approach of the Cistercians as being more compatible with the Welsh tradition and says that Welsh rulers gave them, particularly upland, lands. An episcopal and territorial diocesan system with fixed boundaries (Llandaff 1107, St. David’s 1115 and Bangor in 1120) was evolving in the twelfth century with a consequent ecclesiastical hierarchy and the new concept of archiepiscopal authority. The fixing of the boundary of St. David’s came with the election of a Norman as bishop. There was no prior concept of an archbishopric in Wales, leaving the way clear for the jurisdiction of Canterbury to spread to Wales and require an oath of obedience to Canterbury from every Welsh bishop prior to consecration from 1107 on.[footnoteRef:7] In Cemais itself, Henry I having gained control of the Earldom of Pembroke in 1102, in 1108 Nevern Castle, originally the llys of the local prince Cuhelyn, fell to Robert FitzMartin who established it as his caput for what was now the barony of Cemais. Throughout the 12th control of the castle alternated between Welsh and Norman hands, being retaken after the battle of Crug Mawr in 1136 and later coming under the control of the Lord Rhys of Deheubarth and his sons and for a time of Rhys’s Norman son-in-law before Rhys took it back.[footnoteRef:8] At least at a secular level then, Nevern’s story during the twelfth century was a turbulent one and we can assume that changing fortunes in the wider church in Pembrokeshire and Wales would have had some form of impact on the community.   [7: Carr, Medieval Wales, pp.50-51. ]  [8:  Chris Caple,Nevern Castle,Castell Nanhyfer, and  Nevern Castle Archaeological Excavation And Research Project ,(Durham University Department of Archaeology,2010), unnumbered pages.] 

The Vita of Brynach appears in the Vitae Sanctorum Wallensium in the British Library MS Cotton Vespasian A. XIV. The elements of the Vespasian MS (found in Brecon Priory in the sixteenth century) were written in the beginning of the thirteenth century in various Norman hands. Bell (2022) discusses  in detail subsequent dating and provenance theories of Vespasian including connections with both Monmouth and Gloucester advocated by Hughes who proposed that Gloucester’s acquisition of Llanbadarn   (see above) could have included the Vitae of Padarn and neighbouring saints including Brynach. The life of Brynach is dated by its mention of his church at Nevern to the end of the twelfth century.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Jennifer Bell The Development Of The Saints’ Cults And The Ecclesiastical Landscape Of Early Medieval South Wales, c.600-1200, (Unpublished PhD thesis, BangorUniversity,2022),https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/en/theses/the-development-of-the-saints-cults-and-the-ecclesiastical-landscape-of-early-medieval-south-wales-c-6001200(7f5dce84-39ed-4175-9116-e8c3918d5137).html Accessed 30 March 2023] 

We have outlined the background to the writing of the Vita several centuries after Brynach lived. The Vitae served two purposes-as legenda for the instruction of the monastic and secular communities as exemplars of a holy and godly life to be read on the saint’s feast day and also, as Henken says, ‘A political tool both for use against the Normans and in the struggle for archiepiscopal primacy’.[footnoteRef:10] The saints’ lives were to demonstrate the pinnacle of Christian virtue. Their locus and date of death would fix them in a place and feast day, added to which a genealogy or pedigree would command further prestige. Lewis (2022) writes extensively on the role of genealogy.[footnoteRef:11] Brynach is one of the Welsh saints who lacks a specific genealogy (in contrast to David whose genealogy is traced back to the Virgin Mary). However, the writer of his Life assures us of his ‘illustrious stock of progenitors’, endowed with wealth and land but that he shunned ancestry, riches and fame or being ’restrained by the rights of hereditary estates. We are also told that he did not deem the land of his birth as his own but would ‘acquire a country by pilgrimage’. This implies that wherever Brynach was actually from (and it is possible he was from Irish lineage and or birth given the Goedelic settlements in South West Wales) he chose, after a period of what Henken[footnoteRef:12] refers to as ‘going out into the world (one of the stages of the heroic pattern) to settle in Cemais. [10:  Henken, ‘The Saint As Secular Ruler,’ p.230.]  [11:  Barry J. Lewis, ’Approaching The Genealogies Of The Welsh Saints’, in Seintiau Cymru, Sancti Cambrensis ,ed. by David N. Parsons and Paul Russell,( Aberystwyth: Canolfan Uwchefrydiau Cymreig a Cheltaidd Prifysgol Cymru,2022),pp.65-100,p.70.]  [12:  Henken,’The Saint As Secular Ruler’, p.226.] 

Brynach’s going out into the world involves a journey to Rome, having relinquished all worldly possessions and ‘sowing the seeds of Christ’s words’ on the way, where he both learns from others and passes on doctrine. He performs the first of his miracles by overcoming a ‘pestiferous beast’ which is rampaging through the countryside, by the power of prayer. The resulting public praise and fame lead him to leave, preferring to ‘praise God in secret’ and make his way to Brittany where again his miraculous healing powers and inspired teaching lead to fame and adulation. While happy that he is able to do good to the bodies and souls of the poor, he faces another monster in the shape of fame and again leaves alone and in secret. This time, in another illustration both of Brynach’s faith and sanctity and God’s favour he takes to the sea on a rock, the traditional llech of the Celtic saint and sails safely to Milford Haven.
So Brynach’s journey has led him to what, according to this Vita, will be the general area of his locus. He already has an impressive resumé of miracles, teaching and healing in many countries certainly enough to boost his reputation and inspire devotion to his cult which Edwards writes was ‘a form of insurance’ in the Middle Ages and thereby also encourage pilgrimage.[footnoteRef:13] Henken describes healing as a ‘primary function’ of the saints by the intercession of prayer to God as distinct from, but with similar purpose, the visionary healers of the pre-Christian legends who tapped in to otherworldly powers.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Owain Edwards,’Welsh Saints’ Lives As Legendary Propaganda’, Oral Tradition,23/1, (2008):148-158 p.150.]  [14:  Elissa Henken, ‘Healing’ in The Welsh Saints: A Study In Patterned Lives, (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer,1991, pp.49-64), p.49.] 

Having settled for a while on the banks of the Cleddau, Brynach now enters the phase of the hero/saint’s journey characterised as conflict with secular powers[footnoteRef:15]. Chapter 4 of the Vita brings him up against these in the form of a local nobleman’s daughter who has become ‘a vessel of malignity’ for the Devil who tries to seduce him by wiles and a wolfsbane potion and then, when he chastely resists, to kill him. This passage is formidably misogynistic and would no doubt remind listeners familiar with scripture of Eve’s temptation by the serpent, Joseph and Potiphar’s wife and Herodias and Salome’s engineering of the murder of John the Baptist. It is also reminiscent of another twelfth century writer, Gerald of Wales. Bartlett (1983) highlights the heightened misogynistic language employed by Gerald in his reworking of both Rhygyfarch’s Life of David and Osbert’s Life of Ethelbert in contrast to the original authors’ more moderate tone.[footnoteRef:16] [15: Henken,’The Saint As Secular Ruler’, p226.]  [16:  Robert Bartlett, ’Rewriting Saints’ Lives: The Case Of Gerald Of Wales’, Speculum, Vol.58, No.3 (July 1983), pp. 598-613, (pp. 602-603).] 

Escaping a deadly attack instigated by the woman with the help of God and others present, Brynach bathes his wounds in a nearby well thereby bestowing it with both healing powers and the name of Fons Rubeus. It is of note that the Vita names specific places after Brynach’s landfall at Milford, whereas no sites are mentioned in Brittany where he has no dedications in spite of the exploits described in that part of the Vita. He next moves to Pons Lapidus, Pontfaen where he does not stay in spite of ridding the place of evil spirits but moves under Divine providence to Saltus Veteris Ecclesiae or Llwyn Hen Llan, the grove of the old church which would seem to be an ideal site for his settlement. However, in a motif common to many saints’ lives the attempts to clear and build by Brynach and his companions disappear. He turns to fasting and prayer and is rewarded by the appearance of an angel who tells him to watch by the stream for the appearance of a white sow and piglets which will mark the site where he should build his foundation. They duly appear and he is able to build by the River Caman. This then is really the central point of the Vita- Brynach has his locus, confirmed by Divine and angelic authority, where he can render perpetual service. Regarding the tale of the angelic warning to look for a sow and piglets, Jankulak (2003) describes a similar motif occurring in Lives from Scotland, Wales, and Ireland and variations of it in Brittany and Cornwall. In Cadog’s case the animal is a white boar rather than a sow. Jankulak links this back to the Alba Longa foundation myth of Rome in Virgils’ Aenead,[footnoteRef:17] couched of course in Christian terms in the Vitae. One could speculate that the link back to Rome lends not only a connection to the centre of Western Christendom but, by obliquely referencing Aeneas, a proxy genealogy for one who does not appear in the genealogical lists. [17:  Karen Jankulak, ‘Alba Longa In The Celtic Regions? Swine, Saints And Celtic Hagiography’, in Celtic Hagiography And Saints’ Cults, ed. by Jane Cartwright, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2003), pp.271-284, pp. 271-273] 

The Vita now describes Brynach both ruling his territory and interacting with secular powers and also demonstrating another saintly attribute, that of prophesied tenure of land. Clechre ‘The Old’ is alerted by Brynach’s fire and seeing this as a fulfilment of a prophesy of which he has long been aware yields his land to Brynach and gives his 20 sons into his paternal care before retiring to Cornwall. Clechre does this most willingly as Patrick (eventually) willingly gave up his land which had been prophetically reserved for David.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Richard Sharpe and John Reuben Davies (Ed.and trans) ‘Rhigyfarch’s Life Of St. David’, in St. David Of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation, ed. by J. Wyn Evans and Jonathan M. Wooding (Boydell & Brewer, Boydell Press,2007), pp.107-155,(p.111).] 

Brynach now establishes himself in his locus, living ascetically, fasting, praying, bathing daily in cold water, doing everything he can for the poor. He is now in frequent contact with angels, giving an onomastic explanation for the nearby Carn Ingli, Mons Angelorum where he meets them. He is given the saintly attributes of being able to tame wild animals, using stags to pull his cart and using a wolf as a guard for his very large and productive cow.
Brynach’s exemplary saintly credentials now firmly established he is now accosted by his antithesis and an extremely challenging secular power in the form of Maelgwn Gwynedd, the most reviled of Gildas’ five tyrants criticized in his De Excidio Brittaniae and called in the Vita the King of Cambria. Maelgwn or Maglocune,’dragon of the island’[footnoteRef:19] as Gildas calls him may or may not be commemorated as ‘Magloclonus’ in Latin and Ogham on the sixth century stone now in Nevern Church but this could have bene used as further perceived legitimisation of Brynach’s right to the land and Maelgwn is mentioned as endowing land for multiple religious foundations. It is tempting to speculate (and one can do no more than speculate) whether the twelfth century author of the Vita also had in mind Maelgwn, illegitimate eldest son of the Lord Rhys who was involved in internecine strife with his father and brothers over the possession of Nevern Castle.  Gildas, writing in the sixth century, does give us a contemporaneous, if invective-laden, view of the time of Brychan and Maelgwn. Brynach demonstrates all the virtues Gildas found to be lacking in his account of sixth century clergy. Maelgwn’s role, as in the Life of Cadog is both as a contrast to and highlighter of Brychan’s sanctity and as a powerful confirmation of Brychan’s right to land already given[footnoteRef:20]. Brynach calmly withstands Maelgwn’s threats of banishment and destruction of the Locus, demonstrates God’s power by the failure of the King’s fire to heat water to cook the remains of Brynach’s cow slaughtered by the king and having witnessed Maelgwn’s contrition offers him hospitality and miraculous food, transforming water into wine, leaves into loaves and rocks into fish. The King’s gift in return of perpetual exemption from any royal claim of render as well as a gift of ‘the land of the monk Thelych’[footnoteRef:21] with an accompanying curse on anyone who may in future contravene this decree fully establishes Brychan’s claim on the land and the right of the monastery to exist. His kinship to the land is conferred by Clechre both in the gift of territory and the conferring of paternal responsibility for his sons on Brynach who is now able to continue his exemplary life and miracles until his death on the seventh of April, his relics buried under the eastern wall of the church ensuring posthumous miracles.[footnoteRef:22] [19:  Gildas, De Excidio Britanniae, Medieval Sourcebook: Gildas (c.504-570): Works, Internet History Sourcebook Project, Fordham University,>https://www.fordham.edu< Accessed 29 March 2023.]  [20:  Henken,’The Saint As Secular Ruler’, p.229.]  [21: Comeau (2019) proposes this as post-Conquest Anglo-Norman land at Pantyllech on the border of Nevern parish. Rhiannon Comeau, Land, People And Power In Early Medieval Wales: The Cantref Of Cemais In Comparative Perspective, Unpublished PhD thesis, University College London (2019), p485.]  [22:  Comeau (2019) also cites a feast of translation for Brynach on the 26th June also celebrated at one of his churches at Henry’s Moat. Comeau, Land, People and Power In Early Medieval Wales: The Cantref Of Cemais In Comparative Perspective,p.224.] 

The Vita therefore appears to fulfil its purpose both as an exemplar of Christian life and as propaganda for the cult of its subject.
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