The use of motifs in the Life of St. Winefride (Vita et translatio S. Wenefredae.)        by Prior Robert of Shrewsbury.

The fame of St. Winefride’s Well is the result of it having the unique claim of being the only shrine in the British Isles attracting the veneration of pilgrims uninterrupted from the seventh century until the present. The epitaph ‘The Lourdes of Wales’ has been argued as inaccurate as the Holywell shrine kept its individuality and holiness for centuries before the establishment of the French place 
of sanctity in the latter part of the nineteenth Century. [footnoteRef:2]   [2:  Thomas W.  Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well And The Jesuit Mission c 650-1930 (Wrexham: Bridge Books, 2009), 375.] 


The flourishing of the cult of the seventh century St. Winefride (Gwenfrewi in Welsh) is largely due to the success of Prior Robert whose creation in Shrewsbury Abbey of the Shrine containing Winefride’s remains was an important focus together with the Well at Holywell and her graveyard at Gwytherin.  Her cult was recognised formally in the fourteenth century by her feast day being included within the Canterbury archiepiscopate.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well, 8.] 

                             
The prestige of Winifred is especially affirmed by Prior Robert’s Life of St. Winefride (translated by Ronald Pepin,) and was written by him in approximately 1140. Within the Welsh Vitae, Robert’s account is remarkable in that he embodies himself within the narrative.[footnoteRef:4]  Another shorter account is the Anonymous Life (Vita S. Wenefrede).  The story of Winefride visiting Rome and also the Synod visitation, in the Anonymous version, was left out by Robert on the lack of trustworthy evidence. Whilst the authenticity regarding the date and authorship of his Vita has been established, academic doubts have been expressed both with the accuracy of Robert’s account together with precision regarding the date of the Anonymous Life and how far the two accounts relate to each other. [footnoteRef:5]            [4:   Seintiau Cymru, Sancti Cambrensis: astudiaethau ar Seintiau Cymru, ed. by David N. Parsons and Paul Russell (Aberystwyth: University of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies, 2022) <https://repository.uwtsd.ac.uk/id/eprint/2038/1/Cartwright%2C%20Jane%20%282022%29%20The%20Welsh%20versions%20of%20the%20life%20of%20Gwenfrewy.pdf> [ccessed 25 April 2024]
]  [5:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, (Toronto: Peregrino Publishing Co., 2000), 12.] 


The Vita et translatio S. Winefredae was composed by Robert following the healing of a fellow monk at her Well. Robert recounted how St. Beuno was guided by God to become associated with Winefride as her teacher and counsellor. [footnoteRef:6]  Whilst once alone, Prince Caradog lustfully drew close to her. In revenge for her failure to submit to him he decapitated her head which rolled into the place of worship. Beuno’s later confrontation with Caradog outside the church resulted in his death and melting away. Winefride was resurrected and thereafter had the evidence on her neck of a narrow white scar as reminder of her martyrdom. [footnoteRef:7]        [6:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 12-14.]  [7:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 12-14] 

Afterwards she formed a religious community herself as the head. In that position she proved herself as an exemplar of strong spiritual leadership for seven years. Towards the end of that period and Beuno having died, she was spiritually guided to seek advice from various local holy men. [footnoteRef:8]  Anamchara or soul friend phenomena is a feature of early Celtic Christian culture.  It exists in other Christian traditions especially the Staretz culture of the Orthodox Church and was also a feature of the Desert Fathers.  [8:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 51.] 


St Brigit is said to have remarked that anyone without a soul friend is like a body without a head. [footnoteRef:9]   As a consequence of this counselling, Winefride felt drawn to move to a convent close by, later becoming the Superior. There she remained until her death on the 2nd or 3rd November. Her cemetery attracted many followers, but a greater number of miracles occurred at the Holywell spring. The brothers of Shrewsbury Abbey eventually persuaded locals to agree for her remains to be translated to the Abbey aided by a corrupt payment of money.[footnoteRef:10]  A  full account of the removal of Winefride’s remains are contributed by Prior Robert in his Vita. [9:  Whitley Stokes, The Martyrology Of Oengus (London: Harrison and Sons, 1905), 65.]  [10:   Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 12-14.] 

          
[bookmark: InHerReviewInTheJournalOfEccesiasticalHi]In analysing the motifs in Robert’s account and their relevance to other genres, notice should be taken of academics of other disciplines in the field. In The Journal of Eccesiastical History, the commentator R. Sharpe elucidates in her review of Ellisa Henken’s book ‘Traditions of the Welsh Saints’ that the folklorist and the hagiographer have very similar but not identical roles. Whilst the latter concentrates on hard evidence from periods, the former focusses on contemporary accounts of popular superstitions relating to saints which seek to explain their existence in the minds of people today. Henken considers Welsh hagiographical manuscripts to represent the influence of populism rather than the exactitude of more formal institutional religious concepts. [footnoteRef:11] It is worth noting that the established religious concepts of which Henken refers come from an image of an institutional church far removed from the looser character of Welsh Christian communities present during the lifetime of Winefride. The saint would not have recognised the term ‘Celtic Church’ for it did not exist as such and it is interesting that such churches today who claim a continuum with the age of the saints in Wales operate institutionally in a way vastly different from the simplicity which characterised Christian life in her day.  [11:  E Sharpe, “Review Of Traditions Of The Welsh Saints", The Journal of Ecclesiastical History 40, 1989, 107-109] 


In researching the motifs, one could argue the paternalism of the period prevents gaining a more holistic view of Welsh female saints. Their strength of character is not always applauded in the sources. Their fame is often largely predicated by one aspect of their lives, the ability to preserve sexual purity which is also an aspect of Robert’s Vita. 
When we consider female feminine sanctity in the wider context than that of the Vitae, Jane Cartwright notes the diminished record of female references within Medieval Welsh literature which would be a valuable source of male hagiographical foci.  Winefride and Melangell are distinctive in being the only Welsh female saints for whom examples of prose in these literature fields are extant.[footnoteRef:12]  Cartwright raises the prejudices sometimes shown towards female saints on the basis of their gender. She challenges the scholarly consensus of some which suggests that male saint’s Lives are built on the assumption of fundamental historical reality whilst sometimes castigating the legends of female saints as being of no value whatsoever.[footnoteRef:13] These approaches have implictions when one researches motifs in Prior Robert’s Life of St. Winefride. [12:  Jane Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity And Spirituality In Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008), 3]  [13:  Cartwright, Feminine Sancitity, 69.] 


In researching motifs found in Robert’s account and other Lives of the Welsh saints, a picture of differing statuses emerges. Some follow the typical repeating pattern whilst others appear in a more limited way. Certain motifs appear to be designed to support a theological or sociological perspective prevalent in the medieval period. Some are clearly politically motivated and allied to a national or regional Welsh cause. The stark unequal status of men and women in medieval society is reflected in the Vitae. Typically, the model male saint was a strong hero exercising power whilst the female equivalent was the guardian of chastity and domesticity, many whose candidature for sainthood being proved by her rejection of male sexual advances. Other motifs are the result of the growth of cults with their economic benefits which would be stimulated by publicising a saint’s connection with a shrine or religious house. This reached an industrial scale in the medieval period with much rivalry resulting. No doubt this was Robert’s motivation in bringing Winefride’s relics to Shrewsbury Abbey.  The following are the principal motifs researched for this essay and found in Prior Robert’s Life of St. Winefride.

Virginity 
Of greater priority to pleasing her parents by consenting to marriage with its expectation of grandchildren, was that of Winefride presenting herself to Christ, her virginity intact. [footnoteRef:14]  The focus on physical purity as a consequence of the love which Winefride expresses for Jesus permeates her Vita as expressed by Prior Robert. ‘Joined in matrimony to the son of the eternal king and judge of all men, I can accept no other’. ‘Neither your terrors nor enticements nor promises nor threats can tear me away from the sweetness of that love to whose embraces I am already bound and to whose devotion I am joined’. [footnoteRef:15]  Many female saints in European hagiography survive intact from the sexual menacing of male attackers. This is important since virginity is essential for the bestowal of sainthood on females hence the crucial importance of the unsuccessful menacing of Winefride by Caradog. [footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 30.]  [15:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 35]  [16:   Cartwright, Feminine Sancitity, 95-96.] 

  
The connection of a holy life with physical virginity and the chaste life over an evil one also coloured the texture of the cult of The Blessed Virgin Mary. Robert’s Vita of St Winefride therefore replicates the virginal purity of Mary herself. Christian chastity is basic to the understanding of Mary as Theotokos (Mother of God). It is significant that the first example of a prayer to the Virgin Mary noted by St. Gregory Nazianzen (d. 390) is to aid a virgin in danger of being despoiled. The cult of Mary is fundamentally bound up with Christian principles about fleshly purity and their particular link with women. [footnoteRef:17]  Catholicism in its calendar of saints canonically continues to acknowledge females who choose the same virginal vocation as Winefride. Within the Vitae however there are examples of female saints whose submission to sexual intercourse resulted in the birth of a strong male saint. For this the Catholic Church has sometimes made the exception. The Italian female Mario Goretti is the patron saint of rape victims for her death through fighting against her ordeal.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Marina Warner, The Myth Of The Cult Of The Virgin Mary (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1976), 67.]  [18:  Jane Cartwright, St David Of Wales Cult, Church And Nation (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2007), 183.] 


Whilst St. Non the mother of St. David is exceptional in being a raped female saint, the phenomenon of a sexually threatened virgin is a well known characteristic in hagiography.                                 The prize of preserved virginity and being married to Christ, her body kept pure for Him, is a ‘prerequisite’ for the cult of veneration of a female saint. St. Winefride in her Middle Welsh Life after being threatened with decapitation by Caradog, positively decides martyrdom is the greater spiritual priority than despoiling her body.  Consequently, she is brought to life again by her uncle St. Beuno and later becomes the Head of a female Religious Community in Gwytherin. [footnoteRef:19] The Historia focusses on the wrath of God descending upon anyone sexually despoiling a virgin who has consecrated her life to Christ as was the case with Caradog.[footnoteRef:20]   [19:  Cartwright, St David of Wales, 182.]  [20:  Cartwright, Feminine Sancitity, 78.] 


The sudden absorption of bodies into the earth has its parallels in other Vitae such as those of Cadog and Illtud. They report Illtud’s reconversion to Christianity after the experience of him seeing the miraculous act of Cadog forcing the ground to open and swallow a hunting party after their peremptory behaviour. [footnoteRef:21]  The Welsh Life St Winefride records St. Padarn as having caused the ground to swallow up Arthur up to his neck until he shows sorrow following an aggressive argument.[footnoteRef:22]  In the Hebrew Scriptures Moses is recorded as causing the ground to swallow up Koran, Dathan, and Abram and their followers (Num.16:31-35).                         [21:  Elissa R. Henken, Traditions Of The Welsh Saints (Cambridge: D, S. Brewer, 1987), 288.]  [22:  Elissa R. Henken, The Welsh Saints, A Study In Patterned Lives (Cambridge: D.S.Brewer, 1991), 42. ] 


Beheading 
Robert’s Vita records the decollation taking place near the church which being in an area on a slope, caused her head to roll into the building away from the rest of her body which remained where she had stumbled during the assault. Meanwhile the distress of the congregation caused the interruption of Beuno in the celebration of Mass. He realised the cause of the noise and saw the perpetrator before him outside the door. Having approached him with the head of Winefride in his hands, he cursed Caradog who dramatically melted into the hole which had been created. Before continuing with Mass, Bueno covered Winefride with his garment having placed her head near the rest of her body. At the end of worship, he returned and led prayers with the congregation for the restoration to life of Winefride. At the response “Amen” Winefride stood up and filling the onlookers with joyful amazement, almost casually clearing her countenance of debris and perspiration. [footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 35 - 38.] 

This central dramatic act of the legend appears in slightly different versions in the two Lives. The Anonymous Life describes the act just outside the church with Winefride about to enter for protection, her body remaining outside but her head tumbling over the threshold by the force of the blow. [footnoteRef:24]  Robert’s account is graphic. It is this story which has been the inspiration for much veneration of the cult of St. Winefride and caused many people from kings to commoners to make their pilgrimage to the Shrine over the centuries. It has not been without its sceptics however. Baring Gould and Fisher in particular cast doubt on the efficacy of the story offering a more mundane version of the interaction between Winefride and Caradog, [footnoteRef:25]  Kathleen Evans also dismisses the miraculous nature of the incident. [footnoteRef:26]  As would be expected the position taken by Henken is that the story is predicated by the false concept of male superiority and the credentials for female sainthood dwelling in her ability to preserve virginity.[footnoteRef:27]  [24:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride 100.]  [25:   Patrick Thomas, A Candle In The Darkness (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 1993), 41.]  [26:   Kathleen M. Evans, A Book Of Welsh Saints (Penarth: The Church in Wales Provincial Council for Education, 1959), 71.]  [27:   Henken, The Welsh Saints, 7.] 


St. Beuno’s act of carrying the head of Winefride to confront Caradog is significant in that 
amongst primitive motifs, that of the human head is an important feature. In Beuno’s Life, the three cases of decollation by Beuno may point to him vanquishing Caradog and saving Winefride from enemy forces.  Since the human head in ancient Celtic religion was considered to be a worthy trophy, it was thought to contain supernatural power, so a beheading was highly significant [footnoteRef:28]  Dorothy Ann Bray notes the early Celtic motifs of beheading including Adomnan bringing back to life by the replacement of the head of the Queen of Tara who was discovered beheaded in a war zone. Greater significance though is where the death and resurrection motif occurs within the Christian context. It features in several Vitae including that of the Life of St. Mochoemog . [footnoteRef:29]   [28:  Oliver Davies, Celtic Christianity (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1996), 18,]  [29:  Dorothy Ann Bray, A List Of Motifs In The Lives Of The Early Irish Saints (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 1992), 17.] 


Springs
Prior Robert emphasised the significance of the appearance of the Spring following the beheading spurting forth in an area originally known as Dry Vale.[footnoteRef:30]  This miracle gave the area its new name, Holywell with its Welsh version Trefynnon (the town of the Fountain) it is worth noting however that a number of natural Springs occur in the Holywell area owing to the rocky type of subterranean character of the earth. Saith Ffynnon Farm (Seven Wells Farm) a few miles from Holywell is in an area where the territory consists of subterranean ingredients enabling many springs to appear.[footnoteRef:31]  The so called St. David’s Well two miles from Holywell is another Well commissioned as a site  associated with two Celtic saints which bears no credibility since there is no evidence in the Lives of St. David and St. Bueno of them ever meeting in Holywell.[footnoteRef:32]  Within the parish of Holywell is the recently restored St Bueno’s Well adjacent to St. Winefride’s Well. [footnoteRef:33]  There is also a Spring in the garden of the former Holywell Vicarage. The Holywell Shrine is not the only example of a spring appearing linked to the physical presence of St Winefride. The Landmark Trust owns St. Winifride’s Well at Woolston where it is claimed the saint’s remains stopped over during her translation from Gwytherin to Shrewsbury in 1138 resulting in a miraculous spring at the site. [footnoteRef:34]  [30:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 39.]  [31:  Great British Gardens, Saith Ffynnon Farm, Holywell (2022)<https://www.greatbritishgardens.co.uk/flintshire/item/saith-ffynnon-farm.html> [accessed 25 April 2024] ]  [32:  Wellhopper, Exploring the ancient holy wells and healing wells of North Wales (2023) <htpps://wellhopper.wales/2023/09/15/st-davids-well-pantasaph/> [accessed 23 April 2024]]  [33:  Wellhopper, Exploring the ancient holy wells and healing wells of North Wales (2012) <htpps://wellhopper.wales/2012/06/22/st-winefrides-well-holywell/> [accessed 23 April 2024]]  [34:  Nick Mayhew Smith, Britain’s Holies Places (Bristol: Lifestyle Press Ltd, 2011), 303.] 


There are many examples of miraculous springs appearing at Celtic sites especially at decisive points. One such example is noted by Henken who cites the spring appearing at the baptism of St. David. [footnoteRef:35]  [35:  Henken, Traditions Of The Welsh Saints, 39.] 


Although there is an undoubted sense of the numinous at the many Celtic associated springs and pools, one could argue that an open mind is needed when visiting these sites since the sanctity one senses at them could emanate from the veneration of the many Christian pilgrims down the centuries. It is possible the power of their prayers has invested these places with their spiritual charisma rather than the actuality of the sacred events of the past the site proclaims. This could also suggest the spring motif may be associated with the pre Christian Celtic focus on the power of the underworld with a subsequent Christian interpretation being placed upon it.

 In the words of Mara Freeman Archdruidess of the Druid Clan of Dana and honoured Bard.

’The Welsh seem to have viewed the lakes and waterways as portals to an underworld where feminine presences dwelt. A spring gushing up from within the earth would have been viewed long before the arrival of the Christians as a place of tremendous power. Likely, ceremonies would have been performed there to connect with the deep feminine essence of the world.[footnoteRef:36]            [36:  John A. Shaffer, Winifred’s Well (Nashville, Cold Tree Press, 2008), 41-42.] 


The Historia focusses on the wrath of God descending upon anyone sexually despoiling a Virgin who has consecrated her life to Christ. Therefore in the Vita Sancte Winefride, it was Divine anger which caused Bueno’s damnation resulting in her assailant’s sudden death, melting and disintegration. [footnoteRef:37]  [37:   Cartwright, Feminine Sancitity, 78.] 


 As is typical in the Vitae of male saints, power characterised saintliness as in the Life of St. Bueno (Buchedd Bueno). The cursing of Winefride’s assailant and the ability to bring her back to life following her decollation typified this authority. These two cases related to two Christian motifs, the calling upon God’s authority and the Eucharistic Celebration. It is yet to be verified whether aspects of Bueno’s acts stem from a pre Christian primitive tradition.  Also, whether such elements were influential at the time of writing of Buchedd Bueno it is impossible to ascertain, but conjecture may point towards them being already part of Welsh hagiography. [footnoteRef:38] [38:  Oliver Davies, Celtic Christianity (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1996), 17.] 


One could argue that the male control of the Vitae prevents us having a more balanced view of the figure of St. Winefride and the other Welsh female saints.  Robert’s Vita, as is the case with other female Vitaes, is predicated by her life as seen through the male lens. Potentially such an information treasury of Welsh female saintliness may have been lost both by the sexist approach of Prior Robert and the other authors of saints Vitae. Therefore, the importance of Welsh poetry, which will be returned to later, is for hagiographic researchers another insightful reference stream.

The role of female Welsh saints has been disparaged by an antiquated male attitude. This lack of acknowledgement of the limited sources has had a negative effect on the female contribution in the Celtic period. There is a considerable discrepancy for example between the Welsh Vitae of male and female narratives with the state of virginity being the marked difference.  Cartwright notes Henken’s observation that most Welsh male saints demonstrate their greatness by the pattern of a non religious heroic leader who is renowned for his scholarship and in the tradition of monastic episcopy.  For female saints the priority of virginity is essential. Their Lives are normally formulated at the beginning of sexual maturity, and this influences the narratives contained in their stories. [footnoteRef:39]   Cartwright reminds us of Bloch’s comment ‘the only good virgin - that is, the only true virgin-is a dead virgin’. [footnoteRef:40]   She also argues that the female saint positively receives extreme physical abuse as it represents the higher spiritual status released from earthly sensations. [footnoteRef:41]  [39:  Cartwright, Feminine Sancitity, 86.]  [40:  Cartwright, Feminine Sancitity, 86 - 87.]  [41:  Cartwright, Feminine Sancitity, 87.] 


In the Vita of St. David, a spring appeared causing many healing miracles when the virgin Dunod is decapitated by her stepmother Satrapa. . [footnoteRef:42]                       [42:  Cartwright, Feminine Sancitity, 79.] 


Blood and water 
The mingling of blood with water is a recurring theme within Prior Robert’s Vita. Both motifs have a marked biblical reference in both Testaments (Ex. 4:9) and (Ex 7:19).  It is however within the New Testament that the sacramental nature of both blood and water are made manifest. (Jn 19:34-35). 

The two Dominical sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion are suggested by the blood of Winefride’s martyrdom with its spring of healing water. The turning of water into wine also appears in the Life of Cuthbert.[footnoteRef:43]  Winefride’s sacrifice of death and resurrection was therefore lauded as an Easter commemoration with the two elements of water and wine connected with the Mass. The Well was venerated not so much for her death but its message of renewal and healing. [footnoteRef:44]  [43:  Evans, The Welsh Life Of St David, 58.]  [44:  Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well, 72.] 


St. Winefride’s Well and its motifs were lauded by poets who cherished the geographical nature of the hillside surrounding the Well with its reminder of Calvary and the sacrifice made there by Jesus. Sion ap Hywel typified this approach in his ‘Awdl to Winefride and to her well, 1512’.  His reference to the breast of Jesus may be juxtaposed with the popular image during his lifetime of the ‘Pelican in her Piety’ highlighting the shedding of blood in sacrifice. ‘Gwenfrewi, Duw fry, gwaed y fron, mor debyg ‘Dyw’r aber i’r Ffynnon; A gwaed rhudd yw godre hon, Gweryd ar y maen geirwon. (lines 1 - 4) ‘God above, the breast’s blood how similar is its flow to this well;/with its red blood bottom/ and moss on rough stones.’ Another famous contemporary poet Tudur Aled in his poetry characterised the sacrifice of Winefride with that of Jesus at Golgotha.[footnoteRef:45]   [45:  Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well, 73-77.] 


The Welsh Life of St. David refers to a fountain with healing capabilities appearing after beheading of a virgin ie Winefride in the Life of Bueno. [footnoteRef:46] [46:  Evans, The Welsh Life Of St David, 48.] 


The narratives of water changed into wine all have a New Testament reference. (Jn.  2 :2-11).           In the Life of St Sezni, it is striking that both the incident in his Life and the changing of water into wine by Jesus at the wedding in Cana of Galilee, the new wine is commended in both cases as quality wine and shared convivially with others.[footnoteRef:47]  It is noteworthy that Sezni was providing hospitality to St. Patrick.  This theme of quality wine shared with others occurs in the Life of Ciaran which has him sanctifying a full water container which transforms into quality wine for sharing within the monastic community of monks. [footnoteRef:48]  St. Brigit built up a similar reputation of hospitality to guests. Kathleen Hughes claims this was common practice for a saint wishing to build up a distinction in this way.[footnoteRef:49] [47:  Evans, The Welsh Life Of St David, 58.]  [48:  Evans, The Welsh Life Of St David, 58.]  [49:  Evans, The Welsh Life Of St David, 50.] 


Stones
The stones in St. Winefride’s Well, splashed with her blood, were treated as relics of her martyrdom and interpreted in this way by Robert’s Vita. They were confirmed as such by Beuno standing on the one called St. Beuno’s stone (still visible today). He assured her that the stones would serve as a holy token to all visiting her Well, keeping alive Winefride’s martyrdom.[footnoteRef:50]  Their importance is emphasised by Bueno assuring Winefride that this was the first of three Divine gifts; that the stone’s blood stained character would be a permanent memorial.  [50:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 42-43.] 


The second gift being the assurance that petitioners to Winefride would be eventually healed and the third an annual gift of a chasuble made by Winefride when placed upon Bueno’s stone would be transported in a  dry state over the sea to be received by the saint in his new abode. [footnoteRef:51]  [51:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 42-43.] 


Elsewhere stones play a significant role in the Lives of the Saints. According to the Latin Lives, at the time of St. David’s impregnation, two large stones manifested themselves as a vehicle to protect his mother from prying eyes and to emphasise the fame of her future child. At birth, David’s mother bore down upon a stone leaving the impression of her hand upon it which was afterwards utilised in the establishment of a church building erected in that setting. [footnoteRef:52] [52:  Henken, Traditions Of The Welsh Saints, 37.] 


People sometimes explain away unusual features of the land with saints according to Henken. Maen Cetti, a stone in Gower, by tradition was broken into two by St. David as evidence that it was considered unholy. [footnoteRef:53]  Maen Bueno near Berriew is traditionally the saint’s original pulpit upon which is a cross which is believed to have been carved by him. [footnoteRef:54] One of the two Celtic crosses at Llanbadarn Parish Church is said to have been split from the other when they were originally complete as a threshing tool. Samson in a fit of temper forcefully projected the two sections in the direction of the church. This act of a stone being thrown by a strong man is often used as a motif to explain its presence. [footnoteRef:55]  Moses is recorded as striking a rock enabling a supply of water for the Hebrews. (Josh. 20:11). God makes water flow from a rock to refresh the Israelites. (Deut. 8:15). Stones also play an important part in the story of Christ especially in the time of fasting in the wilderness and the discovery by the women of His Resurrection (Lk 4:3 and Mk. 16:3-4). [53:  Henken, Traditions Of The Welsh Saints, 72.]  [54:  Henken, Traditions Of The Welsh Saints, 85.]  [55:  Henken, Traditions Of The Welsh Saints, 119.] 


 Milk
Prior Robert’s account of the origins of the Spring bursting forth with water where the decapitated head of St. Winifred landed was stated factually if briefly.[footnoteRef:56] The account in the Anonymous Life differs to that of Robert’s in that at another later time the Spring flowed not with water but milk. In rendering the Anonymous Life with political significance reference is made to the driving out of the Normans from North Wales and the implication that the flowing milk was a celebration of that victory. The spring is described as flowing in this way for three days; a wondrous priest filled a container which he reverently kept. Upon returning to collect some more, the ‘liquid’ had diluted which continued for three days until the water returned to its original colour.[footnoteRef:57]  [56:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 34-36.]  [57:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 111.] 


Milk or wine motifs occur elsewhere. Ffynnon eglur, ‘a clear fountain’Giraldus (Opera iii.390) mentions the spurting forth of a spring in St. David’s and in his travelogue, he also speaks of two significant tales; first during the episcopy of David 11, the River Alun flowed with wine and also the Pistildewi (St David’s tap), a spring occasionally flowed with milk in the Life of Teilo). [footnoteRef:58] The Vitae records many events where the saint knocking on the ground with his crozier creates a spring often metamorphosing into milk or wine. In the Life of Brynach he brings forth wine from the rapids Caman. Also, water transforms into wine following the benediction by Columb Cille.[footnoteRef:59]  [58:   D. Simon Evans, The Welsh Life Of St David (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1988), 49-50.]  [59:  D. Simon Evans, The Welsh Life of St David, 50.] 


Milk is portrayed biblically in a positive light indicating a benign protective response from God (Josh. 5:6 and 1 Cor. 3:2). 

Pilgrimage
Pilgrimage is more than a physical activity. It is both an outward and inward journey as the pilgrim    becomes aware of the guidance of the Spirit as new spiritual vision emerges and faith deepens.                             St Winefride experienced this sense of a holy journey as recorded in Robert’s Vita.[footnoteRef:60]  This motif has been a recurring pattern at St. Winefride’s Well since[footnoteRef:61] her martyrdom, associated with the healing elements of the waters. Arguably the medieval church denigrated pilgrimages by institutionalizing them and linking with the Treasury of Merit. A classic case was three pilgrimages to St. David’s being deemed equal as one to Rome. Richard 11, Henry 1V, Henry V and Edward 1V all held Winefride in great esteem and went on pilgrimage to Holywell. [footnoteRef:62] James 11 came on pilgrimage with the intention of praying for an heir.[footnoteRef:63]  Pilgrimages in their original spiritually radical form are again becoming more appealing.                         [60:   Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 42, 51.]  [61: ]  [62:  Seintiau Cymru, Sancti Cambrensis: astudiaethau ar Seintiau Cymru, ed. by David N. Parsons and Paul Russell (Aberystwyth: University of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies, 2022) <https://repository.uwtsd.ac.uk/id/eprint/2038/1/Cartwright%2C%20Jane%20%282022%29%20The%20Welsh%20versions%20of%20the%20life%20of%20Gwenfrewy.pdf> [accessed 25 April 2024]
]  [63:   Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well, 193.] 


Healing
The ability to heal was considered the principal characteristic of a saint. The ability to access the spiritual world was the reason so many relied upon the saint for assistance. The phenomenon of a saint being capable of utilising the power of the hidden to combat negative physical or mental ailments was an assurance of the saint’s vision and spiritual authority. Henken posits a continuum with the pagan Celtic tradition save that it was upon their intimate spiritual contact with the Christian God that the saints relied. [footnoteRef:64]  [64:  Elissa R. Henken, A Study In Patterned Lives (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1991), 49.] 


The focus on the miracles appears in both Robert’s Life and the Anonymous Life where in the latter case they take up a larger section.  The volume of these miracle stories in the two Lives are unparalleled in Welsh hagiography states Fiona Winward.   The Anonymous Life reflects the miracles to the politically volatile relationships between the Welsh and the Normans. [footnoteRef:65] The healing motif was of paramount importance in Prior Robert’s Life of St.Winefride It is hinted at in Robert’s account of the close relationship between Winefride and Bueno as Henken highlights.  [65:  Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 15.] 


Robert records the miracle of a young man being cured of his physical ailments occurring when the remains of Winefride arrived at Shrewsbury and galvanised popular acclaim for her translation. [footnoteRef:66]  Cartwright in her article in The Welsh Versions of the life of Gwenfrewy however raises the problematic question of why Robert decided to omit the miracles which took place at Shrewsbury if his intention in the translation of her relics was to intensify the prestige of his Abbey Shrine. That he had insufficient time to do so is considered on the supposition he wrote his Vita immediately after the translation. [footnoteRef:67]  [66:  Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well, 8.]  [67:  Seintiau Cymru, Sancti Cambrensis: astudiaethau ar Seintiau Cymru, ed. by David N. Parsons and Paul Russell  (Aberystwyth: University of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies, 2022) <https://repository.uwtsd.ac.uk/id/eprint/2038/1/Cartwright%2C%20Jane%20%282022%29%20The%20Welsh%20versions%20of%20the%20life%20of%20Gwenfrewy.pdf> [accessed 25 April 2024]] 


Both Prior Robert and the Anonymous Vita refer to a sweet smelling moss which is attached to the stones within the Well; [footnoteRef:68] and the Anonymous version added to Robert’s account by revealing the Moss was used as a medium of healing.[footnoteRef:69]  The custom of pilgrims on departure taking with them the moss and artistically creating a  ‘garland’ to present to those unable  themselves to make the pilgrimage is omitted in both Lives. It is clear however that this practice was valued by the recipients for hundreds of years. Of the two species of moss in the waters, Byssus jolithus created the red marks on the stones and Jungermannia aspenioides produced the sweet smelling perfume. Referred to as St. Winifred’s hair, it’s value as a medical appliance was created after being dried and dampened by the water of the Well. It was claimed that Sister Mary Ann Wood, a Franciscan nun, in 1809 was cured of her damaged arm by this method of treatment. [footnoteRef:70] [68:   Prior Robert, Two Mediaval Lives Of St Winefride, 39.]  [69:   Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well, 33-34.]  [70:   Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well, 33-34.,] 


It was later claimed in the 18th Century that healing in this way was fallacious both by the Bishop of St. Asaph of the time and an eminent Prussian expert on mineral Wells Diederick Wessel Linden, M.D. He proclaimed it was helpful mineral ingredients in the water rather than a spiritual reason that could explain the healing phenomena. He dismissed the spiritual name for the moss as vulgar. [footnoteRef:71] The experience of the Protestant John Mawdsley who visited the Well in 1845 in his book The Legend of St. Winifred is particularly scathing about the integrity of belief in the healing powers of the Spring. [footnoteRef:72] In the sixteenth century a Jesuit priest was healed of a cancerous mouth condition .by placing one of the blooded stones in his mouth.[footnoteRef:73] [71:  Shaffer, Winefred’s Well, 84-85.]  [72:  John Mawdsley, The Legend Of St Winifred  (Bristol Cedric Chivers Ltd), 29.]  [73:  Pritchard, St Winefride, Her Holy Well, 32-33.] 


Very creditably Fr. Thomas Swift SJ the Roman Catholic Parish Priest in Holywell in 1887 and the editor of a Life of St. Winefride based on the publication of the Acta Sanctae Wenefrede, Virginis by the Bollandist Fathers, S.J. at the beginning of the Twentieth Century offers to withhold any comments he may have until his readers have had the opportunity to verify the truth for themselves. [footnoteRef:74]  [74:  Thomas Swift, Life of St Weinfride (Holywell: Roehampton, 1910), 5.] 


Records of many healings at the Well were routinely kept since the Twelfth Century Vitaes of St. Winefride particularly by the Jesuits who became the custodians of the Shrine in 1590. With the gradual capacity of people being able to read and write, they themselves were able to provide testimony. Their publicity helped to increase the popularity of the Well as a healing sanctuary. 

Since the pilgrimage tradition to the Well is continuing, it is evident that people today are convinced of the water’s healing efficacy despite the original source of the Spring having been being diverted owing to a mining accident in 1917.

The cult of St. Winefride has aroused much bitter controversy in the post Reformation years particularly between Anglicans and Roman Catholics regarding the proprietal rights concerning the Well. Ecumenical relationships between the two churches have improved considerably since then. Diocesan bishops of the two churches have recently signed a formal agreement committing themselves to supporting an ecumenical centre in the Anglican Church adjacent to St. Winefride’s Well. In it will be opportunities for accessing healing through nursing and holistic methods together with social opportunities. [footnoteRef:75]  [75:  International  Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission for Mission and Unity  Statement of Intent (2023) <https://iarccum.org/2023/wales-roman-catholic-and -anglican-bishops-to-work-co-operatively-for-flintshire-holy-well-site/xxc > [accessed 23 April 2024]] 


It is appropriate therefore that the principal healing motifs highlighted by Robert in Winefride’s Vita should have their contemporary relevance at the area of St. Winefrides Well. The plans for the ecumenical centre represent the healing of past deep divisions which in themselves could be interpreted as miraculous signs for today.
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