Why is Dwynwen regarded as the patron saint of lovers?  What light does the extant evidence shed on veneration to Dwynwen and in what period?
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Figure 1The first record of Dwynwen's name in De Situ Brecheniauc,[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ‘De Situ Brecheniauc’, London, 1250 1299, The British Library, Cotton MS Vespasian A XIV, ff. 1–105. <https://searcharchives.bl.uk/catalog/041-001103181> [accessed 19 April 2026].] 

Dwynwen has become established as the Welsh patron saint of lovers, most visibly through the celebration of St Dwynwen’s Day and her widespread use as a cultural symbol of romantic love. However, this association is not supported by the earliest surviving evidence and therefore it is likely that this was not the original main feature of her cult. Rather, it is probably a later development, emerging in the medieval period and subsequently reshaped through early modern antiquarianism, followed by a modern cultural revival.
The extant source material for Dwynwen is both fragmentary and chronologically distant from her alleged existence in the first half of the fifth century. Her earliest mention, in the twelfth-century tract De Situ Brecheniauc, presents her simply as one of the daughters of Brychan Brycheiniog, with no indication of any association with love and lovers.[footnoteRef:2] It is only in the later medieval Welsh poetic cywydd tradition that she emerges as an intercessor for those suffering from “lovesickness”.  This suggests that this aspect of her veneration developed gradually, probably building upon local devotional practices centred on the original site of her cult at Llanddwyn with its church and holy wells as well as its wider relationship with Bangor Cathedral. The surviving early evidence points to an initially localised and evolving cult, lacking universally recognised patronage as well as any record of a formal Vita. [2:  Ibid.] 

This essay contends that Dwynwen’s reputation and status as the patron saint of lovers is the product of successive reinterpretation rather than an enduring early tradition. While medieval poetic sources provide the first clear link between the saint and love, later developments such as the interventions of eighteenth-century antiquarians and the cultural movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, were instrumental in transforming and popularising her identity. By examining the extant archaeological, textual, and folkloric evidence, it reveals that both the nature and significance of Dwynwen’s veneration have developed and changed over time, reflecting broader shifts in religious practice and cultural identity as well as in audience reception.
The earliest written reference to Dwynwen appears in the Brychan tract (De Situ Brecheniauc), preserved in Cotton MS Vespasian A XIV, where she is listed as “Dwyn,” daughter of Brychan and located at “Monia” or “Anglesey”. As Ben Guy has argued, this early manuscript is likely closest to the original source, thought to have been compiled around the late eleventh century, confirmed palaeographically by Teresa Webber.[footnoteRef:3] Written several centuries after Dwynwen’s supposed lifetime, the tract provides only a genealogy and location and offers no indication of her later association with love. In addition, the manuscript context raises further issues around transmission and the reliability of any contextual details. Thought to be produced by Anglo-Norman monks at St Mary’s Priory, Monmouth, it includes a superscript scribal gloss ‘i. in Anglese’ added above ‘est in Monia,’ suggesting unfamiliarity with Welsh placenames. The truncated form ‘Dwyn’ is significant for its survival in the topographical name Ynys Llanddwyn, a tidal island off Anglesey’s south-west coast, first recorded in the Extent of the Bishop of Bangor (1306).[footnoteRef:4]  While this suggests an early association between the saint and the site, the chronological gap between the twelfth century tract and later medieval material complicates any attempt to reconstruct the origins of her cult. The subsequent emergence of the form ‘Dwynwen’, with the suffix ‘-wen’ denoting blessedness or sanctity, further suggests a process of development and reinterpretation. [3:  The Brychan Tract: An Edition of De Situ Brecheniauc and Related Texts., ed. and trans. by Ben Guy (Department of Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic, University of Cambridge, 2025), Basic Texts for Brittonic History Volume 6 <https://www.asnc.cam.ac.uk/publications/Basic%20Texts%20Brittonic/BT_Brittonic_Vol_6_2025_Guy_Brychan_Tract.pdf> [accessed 14 April 2026].]  [4:  Andrew Davidson, Llanddwyn Church, Newborough, Anglesey: Archaeological Report to Aid Digital Reconstruction and Interpreation (Gwynedd Archaeological Trust, n.d.) <https://www.walesher1974.org/her/groups/GAT/media/GAT_Reports/GATreport_1281_compressed.pdf>.] 

The interpretative challenges posed by the early texts are compounded by the archaeological record, where the churches and holy wells associated with Dwynwen provide important but ambiguous indicators of the earliest dates for her cult. These material traces, however, do not in themselves establish the antiquity or nature of her veneration as a patron saint of lovers, and therefore should be considered alongside broader patterns in which saints, notably Saint Valentine, acquired their association with romantic love only later within a particular medieval devotional and literary context.  
An archaeological assessment of the remains of St Dwynwen’s church at Llanddwyn, undertaken in 2011, together with surveys from the nearby site of the former Benedictine monastery, suggests that the earliest structural phases of the church date to the late twelfth or early thirteenth century. [footnoteRef:5]  However, the building is set within a semi-circular enclosure or churchyard, a form often associated with earlier pre-Norman Christian foundations, implying a possible pre-existing church or cell at the site. Despite Llanddwyn’s clear role as a focus of medieval pilgrimage, no material evidence was recovered that securely reveals how the saint was venerated here at any stage of its use. What is clear, however, is that by the time of the Reformation the site had acquired considerable devotional and economic significance. The Valor Ecclesiasticus of 1535 records offerings to the saint amounting to £12 6s 8d, a substantial sum at that time which demonstrates both the intensity of late medieval pilgrimage activity at Llanddwyn and the continuing material importance of the cult to the Bangor diocese.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  George Nash, Archaeological Evaluation For St Dwynwen’s Church, Ynys Mon (SLR Consulting, 2021) <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/350772345_ARCHAEOLOGICAL_EVALUATION_FOR_ST_DWYNWEN'S_CHURCH_YNYS_MON#:~:text=In%20June%202011%20SLR%20Consulting,building%20survey%20and%20earthworks%20survey>.]  [6:  John Caley, Valor ecclesiasticus temp. Henr. VIII. auctoritate regia institutus (Eyre & Strahan, 1821).p.432] 

Further evidence for the observance of Dwynwen’s feast day can be found in liturgical calendars from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. As Daniel Huws has noted, Dwynwen’s feast, among those of other local saints, formed part of the liturgical framework used by medieval lawyers and is recorded in the Court Rolls of Caernarfon for 1361–1400, as well as in the Llanbebrig Book of Hours.[footnoteRef:7]  Her feast day is generally given as 25 January, although an alternative date of 13 July also appears in some sources. Sabine Baring-Gould, citing Nicolas Roscarrock’s calendar, notes both dates, although Roscarrock records 25 January as the feast of ‘Dwinwent,’ suggesting that the variation may reflect scribal confusion or the conflation of different cults. A July date is also found in Llanstephan MS 117, where it may represent a misreading of ‘Dwynwen’, as ‘Doewen’.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  St David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation, ed. by J. Wyn Evans and Jonathan M. Wooding (Boydell & Brewer, 2007), XXIV <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7722/j.ctt81m2d> [accessed 21 April 2026].]  [8:  S. (Sabine) Baring-Gould, John Fisher, and England) Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion (London, with Cornell University Library, The Lives of the British Saints; the Saints of Wales and Cornwall and Such Irish Saints as Have Dedications in Britain (London : For the honourable Society of cymmrodorion, by C.J. Clark, 1907) <http://archive.org/details/cu31924092447816> [accessed 8 March 2026].] 

The variation in feast dates is significant when considering the later association of Dwynwen with romantic love and, more specifically, lovesickness. Here it is useful to compare her with Saint Valentine, the more widely recognised patron saint of lovers. Valentine’s feast day falls on 14 February, less than three weeks after that of Dwynwen, and, like Dwynwen, the historical identity of the saint is uncertain, in his case possibly reflecting the conflation of two martyrs of the same name. Crucially, however, Valentine’s association with romantic love is not intrinsic to his early cult but emerges much later, largely through the influence of the courtly love tradition transmitted into England via Anglo-Norman literary culture.[footnoteRef:9]  This parallel may suggest that Dwynwen’s own shift toward a romantic patronage may reflect a broader trend of repurposing established saints to meet the evolving needs of a medieval audience with her later role as patron saint of lovers being more plausibly understood as the result of cultural reinterpretation rather than originating in early medieval devotion. A comparable process of literary and devotional reframing can also be observed in the medieval Welsh poetic tradition of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, which will be discussed later. [9:  Natalie Goodison, ‘The Problem with Valentine’s Day’, Durham University, University of Durham, 10 February 2023 <https://www.durham.ac.uk/research/current/thought-leadership/2023/02/the-problem-with-valentines-day/> [accessed 21 April 2026].] 

It is generally accepted that Geoffrey Chaucer played a significant role in linking Saint Valentine’s Day on 14 February with romantic love, particularly through his poem The Parliament of Fowles, in which the feast is associated with the seasonal pairing and courtship of birds. This raises the possibility that a similar coincidence of seasonal timing may have contributed, at least in part, to the later association of Dwynwen with lovers. Increasing day length in late winter triggers rising reproductive hormones in birds, with the onset of mating behaviour becoming noticeable through increased birdsong. In Britain, this change becomes perceptible from late January onwards, closely corresponding with Dwynwen’s feast day on 25 January.[footnoteRef:10] Whilst it would clearly be overly simplistic to draw a direct causal link between these environmental rhythms and the development of Dwynwen’s cult, the clustering of feast days in this period is nevertheless suggestive. The late winter period is already populated with festivals associated with the spring transition, including Sant Ffraid on 1 February and Candlemas (Gŵyl Fair y Canhwyllau) on 2 February. Together, these form a wider framework closely tied to the agricultural calendar, and therefore it is plausible that the position of Dwynwen’s feast day within this seasonal window may certainly have contributed to her later reinterpretation as a patron of love. [10:  Authors: Tyler J. Stevenson and others, ‘Photoperiod-Dependent Regulation of Gonadotropin-Releasing Hormone 1 Messenger Ribonucleic Acid Levels in the Songbird Brain’, General and Comparative Endocrinology, 190 (2013), pp. 81–87, doi:10.1016/j.ygcen.2013.04.011.] 

Saints were commonly regarded as possessing intercessory powers over a range of ailments and afflictions, and although Dwynwen is now principally understood as the patron saint of lovers in Wales, the evidence suggests that this association was not exclusive in earlier tradition. Baring-Gould, drawing on a manuscript account recorded by William Williams of Llandegai (c. 1800), relates a tradition in which Dwynwen was also regarded as a protector of farmers’ livestock. According to this account, following a catastrophic accident around 1650 in which a ploughing team of oxen ran off a cliff into the sea, local farmers instituted the practice of lighting two wax candles annually in the church porch at Llanddwyn on 25 April, the anniversary of the event, to prevent similar misfortune in future.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Baring-Gould, Fisher, and Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion (London, The Lives of the British Saints; the Saints of Wales and Cornwall and Such Irish Saints as Have Dedications in Britain p.390.] 

Baring-Gould further records that Dwynwen was invoked for the cure of “divers aches in the bones, stitches, pleurisy etc.” He describes a healing ritual in which sufferers would lie down upon a rock known as Gwely Esyth, sleep there overnight, and upon waking carve their names into the turf, believing themselves to have been cured.[footnoteRef:12] These accounts, while recorded relatively late, nevertheless indicate that Dwynwen’s intercessory role was once broader and more multifunctional than her modern identification solely as a patron of love would suggest. It is also important to note that lovesickness itself was seen as much as a physiological condition as it was ‘a matter of the heart’ or emotional state. During the medieval period, illness was thought to be caused by a disturbance to the humoral system, based on the ancient Galenic doctrine. Laura Kalas has demonstrated that at this time people considered to have a more melancholic disposition were more likely to suffer from lovesickness due to an excess of ‘black bile’. “It is little wonder, then, that the literature of medieval Europe contains frequent medical references in relation to the issue of love and longing.”[footnoteRef:13] It is therefore unsurprising that a saint would have lovesickness added as part of their intercessory remit.  Much in the same way, Valentine is not only the patron saint of love but is also responsible for helping with epilepsy and migraine.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Laura Kalas, ‘Being Lovesick Was a Real Disease in the Middle Ages’, The Conversation, 13 February 2017, doi:10.64628/AB.esu5yt4kk.]  [14:  Leonardo Palacios-Sánchez, Luisa María Díaz-Galindo, and Juan Sebastián Botero-Meneses, ‘Saint Valentine: Patron of Lovers and Epilepsy’, Repertorio de Medicina y Cirugía, 26.4 (2017), pp. 253–55, doi:10.1016/j.reper.2017.08.004.] 

There is some limited evidence that the holy wells associated with Dwynwen would have been used by those not only seeking help with love but also for healing other conditions.  Eirlys Gruffydd, for example, describes Ffynnon Dafaden (“the Wart Well”) near the church at Llanddwyn. [footnoteRef:15] Here pilgrims sought cures for warts by pricking the affected area with a pin, inserting it into a cork, and casting it into the spring before washing the wart with the holy water. She further notes that Dwynwen’s principal well may also have been used for similar practices, as indicated by the presence of pins and corks found within the water. This reinforces the image of a multi-faceted cult where the later ‘love specialism’ developed from an older broader tradition encompassing folk medicine and water-based healing rituals, a pattern which would survive the iconoclasm of the Reformation into the folklore practised into the early modern period and beyond. [15:  Eirlys Gruffydd, ‘The Wells of Saint Dwynwen’, n.d. <http://www.ffynhonnaucymru.org.uk/llanddwyn.htm> [accessed 31 March 2026].] 

The legend of Dwynwen starts to gain clarity in the extant sources from the fourteenth century, although it would probably have circulated in oral or lost written traditions before this date. In its earliest surviving form, it reflects a narrative structure that conforms closely to familiar tropes associated with early British female saints. In particular, the attainment of sanctity for female figures was frequently bound up with the preservation of virginity, a framework which, as Felice Lifshitz observes, resulted in the categorisation of holy women within a distinct and highly circumscribed model of sanctity: “… all the venerated female heroines of Christian history were ghettoized into a single category, placed at the end of the list of holy names, and designated by a single label: virgines (plural; singular: virgo).”[footnoteRef:16]   [16:  Lisa M. Bitel and Felice Lifshitz, Gender and Christianity in Medieval Europe: New Perspectives, The Middle Ages Series (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008).pp.87-102 ‘Priestly women, virginal men.’] 

However, as Lifshitz and others have also demonstrated, deviations from physical virginity, whether through threatened or actual sexual violation, motherhood, or even prostitution, did not necessarily preclude a woman from achieving sainthood. Indeed, figures such as Saint Non and Mary Magdalene illustrate how sanctity could be understood as restoring or reassigning virginity rather than merely preserving it, being as Jane Cartwright notes, “…chaste of mind and body”.[footnoteRef:17] As Lifshitz argues, “… sanctity guaranteed and/or restored corporeal virginity,” suggesting that virginity functioned as a polyvalent theological and symbolic condition as much as a literal physical state. Kathleen Kelly develops this further, arguing that the very affirmation of virginity is made most visible by what she refers to as the “circumvention of rape or near-rape” through the medium of miracles, “In the legends where circumvented rape surfaces as a trope, the consecrated virgin may lose her limbs or her life, but never her virginity.”[footnoteRef:18]  Dwynwen may be situated within this same tradition. She is described as the most beautiful of Brychan’s daughters, and thus eminently desirable, yet her desirability functions less as an individual characteristic than as a narrative precondition for sexual threat.[footnoteRef:19] As Jane Cartwright has noted, in three sixteenth-century prayers added to the Bangor Missal, Dwynwen is sexually threatened by the powerful Maelgwn Gwynedd and escapes by miraculously crossing the Irish Sea on foot.[footnoteRef:20]  This version of the narrative is striking not for what it includes, but for what it omits: there is no trace of any loving romantic attachment, only the familiar hagiographical pattern of the virgin resisting male aggression. [17:  Jane Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity in Medieval Wales, Religion and Culture in the Middle Ages (University of Wales Press, 2008) p.16.]  [18:  Kathleen Coyne Kelly, Performing Virginity and Testing Chastity in the Middle Ages, Routledge Research in Medieval Studies, 2, Transferred to digital printing (Routledge, 2005).]  [19:  Jeanne Mehan, Dwynwen, Daughter of Brychan (University of Wales Trinity St David, 2016).]  [20:  Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity in Medieval Wales.] 

Chronologically, a meeting between Dwynwen and Maelgwn Gwynedd is implausible as they are traditionally placed a century apart. His role in Dwynwen’s legend therefore appears less as a record of any actual historical encounter than as a deliberate deployment of a recognisable hagiographical archetype. Maelgwn Gwynedd is often represented in Welsh tradition, and especially in the writings of Gildas, in opposition to the saints and as a ‘general wrongdoer’ thus providing a suitable narrative antagonist for Dwynwen’s story.[footnoteRef:21] Both this motif of attempted violation as well as arguably phonetic elements from Maelgwn’s name will re-emerge and be repurposed in later versions of the legend. [21:  W. H. Davies, ‘MAELGWN GWYNEDD (Died c. 547) King of Gwynedd and Monk’, Dictionary of Welsh Biography, 1959 <https://biography.wales/article/s-MAEL-GWY-0547> [accessed 23 April 2026].] 

Dwynwen’s name begins to appear from the thirteenth century onwards within the Welsh poetic tradition, rather than, as is more typical elsewhere in Britain, in prose Vitae. As Kathryn Hurlock observes, “What makes the promotion of pilgrimage sites in Wales different from much of Europe is the use of vernacular poetry for promotional purposes, the impetus for which came from religious individuals as well as secular ones.”[footnoteRef:22] The choice of saint in Dafydd ap Gwilym’s Appealing to Dwynwen is particularly revealing.[footnoteRef:23]  Dafydd directs his plea to Dwynwen within a context shaped by the conventions of courtly love poetry and, in doing so, he positions her within a discourse of desire, blurring the boundaries between saintly intercession and the language of romantic pursuit. More striking still is the nature of the request itself: the poet seeks Dwynwen’s assistance in facilitating a clandestine meeting with his married lover, Morfudd, imploring the saint to be his ‘llatai’ or ‘love-messenger’. This request radically relocates the saint from a strictly religious role into a more secular and indeed eroticised sphere, suggesting that she is already being conceptualised, at least in poetic terms, as a patron of lovers.  [22:  Kathryn Hurlock, Medieval Welsh Pilgrimage, c.1100-1500, The New Middle Ages (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).]  [23:  ‘Gwaith Dafydd Ap Gwilym’, n.d. <https://dafyddapgwilym.net/AnaServer?dafydd+99060+printPoemEng.anv+poem=English%20Version:%2048%20-%20Galw%20ar%20Ddwynwen> [accessed 23 April 2026].] 

The poet further expresses his desire through the language of illness, describing his romantic longing in terms of ‘agony’, ‘affliction’, and ‘infirmity’, and beseeches Dwynwen for a ‘cure’ or ‘healing’. Kathryn Hurlock also notes how poems written in praise of the saints or their shrines often  list the ills they were able to cure although, as she indicates, Barry Lewis has suggested that such lists may be formulaic, ultimately deriving from the biblical miracles of Christ.[footnoteRef:24] In this instance, however, the conventional language of healing is redirected so that the saint’s efficacy is aligned specifically with the experience of love. The cywydd also provides valuable insight into perceptions of Dwynwen’s cult at this time, offering the earliest description of the church and her cult associated with her at Llanddwyn: [24:  Hurlock, Medieval Welsh Pilgrimage, c.1100-1500.p.66] 

Dwynwen, whose beauty is like hoar-frost tears,
from a chancel filled with blazing candles
well does your golden image know how to cure
grievous, wretched men yonder.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  ‘Gwaith Dafydd Ap Gwilym’.] 

This imagery is repeated in the later poetry of Dafydd Trefor (c.1460-c.1528), a priest and canon at Llanygrad on Anglesey who also wrote a cywydd to Dwynwen, praising the saint for her beauty and healing powers and the miracles she achieves but which also refers to the gold and offerings brought to the shrine.[footnoteRef:26] This poem does not appear to emphasise her special role as a saint who will intercede for lovers except perhaps for an oblique reference to the young men making offerings to her for the favours of young women (Gwryfav a rhydd gwyr iefainck/grottiav rhyd ffrydiav o ffrainck) but the emphasis is primarily on the economic benefits as well as the general efficacy of her intercession.  Hywell Rheinallt (1471-94) was commissioned by Richard Cyffin, Dean of Bangor, to compose a cywydd in her praise which told of the distance pilgrims would travel from “the multitude of the two Gwynedds” to reach her shrine but again no mention is made of her role as patron of lovers.[footnoteRef:27] Taken together, the extant fourteenth- and fifteenth-century evidence suggests that while Dwynwen’s cult was well established at Llanddwyn and associated with healing and pilgrimage, her later reputation as a patron saint of lovers is not yet being consistently articulated. [26:  Hugh Owen, ‘Llanddwyn Island’, Anglesey Antiquarian Society And Field Club (Carnarvon), Transactions 1920 (1920) <http://www.tpwilliams.co.uk/TAAS/1920/1920w.pdf>.]  [27:  Hurlock, Medieval Welsh Pilgrimage, c.1100-1500.] 

The role of the saints in the lives of everyday people in Wales was to suffer a significant blow with the effects of the Reformation under Henry VIII. David Ceri Jones notes that attempts to introduce Protestantism to Wales in the mid-sixteenth century were met with “a mixture of bewilderment and confusion.”[footnoteRef:28] Pilgrimage, together with the veneration of shrines and relics accompanied by monetary offerings, was now forbidden, and in some cases pilgrimage sites were actively destroyed. Angharad Llwyd, writing in 1833, records that shortly after the Reformation the church at Llanddwyn “… was despoiled of all the timber and lead, which the neighbouring families converted to domestic uses,” suggesting how rapidly the site fell into disuse once pilgrimage to Dwynwen’s shrine had ceased.[footnoteRef:29] The church porch, however, appears to have remained in use for some time, being repaired and used for the lighting of candles on 25 April, St Mark’s Day, to ward off dangers to livestock, as previously noted. An illustration of the church from 1742 shows the porch as the only remaining structure still retaining a roof.[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Barry Lewis and others, A History of Christianity in Wales (University of Wales Press, 2022).]  [29:  Angharad Llwyd, A History of the Island of Mona, or Anglesey (Robert Jones, 1833) <https://dn721703.ca.archive.org/0/items/b22010580/b22010580.pdf> [accessed 27 March 2026].]  [30:  Davidson, Llanddwyn Church, Newborough, Anglesey: Archaeological Report to Aid Digital Reconstruction and Interpreation.] 

Despite the decline of the church itself, belief in Dwynwen’s continued efficacy appears to have persisted locally, particularly in relation to love, with visitors still frequenting the holy wells. Baring-Gould describes the well at Llanddwyn, Ffynnon Fair (St Mary’s Well), as continuing for “many centuries” as well as indicating that this well contained “a sacred fish or eel whose movements indicated the fortunes of the love-sick people who resorted to it, and afterwards offered into Dwynwen's cyff, or chest.”[footnoteRef:31] There is a second well in the area between the Llanddwyn peninsula and Newborough, Crochan Llanddwyn, which also appears to have been used in this way using eels for divination with a documented report from William Williams from around 1800 describing how an old woman from Newborough would spread a lover’s handkerchief on the surface of the water to determine from the direction in which the fish swam, where  a prospective partner would hail from.  This story was told about Williams’s parents who had married in the 1760s.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Baring-Gould, Fisher, and Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion (London, The Lives of the British Saints; the Saints of Wales and Cornwall and Such Irish Saints as Have Dedications in Britain.]  [32:  Ibid.] 

Writing in 1880, Wirt Sikes similarly records this practice in his account of Welsh folklore, noting that although the well had by then been covered with sand, “it is still frequented by young women of that part of the country when suffering from the woes inflicted by Dan Cupid.”[footnoteRef:33] Gemma Gary notes that this tradition of ichthyomancy, using sacred fish in wells for divination, was used until relatively recent times.[footnoteRef:34] Taken together, these accounts of post-Reformation practice suggest that although formal pilgrimage and her institutional cult had declined, belief in Dwynwen’s power persisted in local tradition, increasingly expressed through divinatory practices centred on love rather than on healing or agricultural protection. This continuity of popular tradition was later consolidated and reshaped in the writings of Iolo Morganwg, whose antiquarian reconstruction significantly influenced the modern legend of Dwynwen as it is known today. [33:  Wirt Sikes, Welsh Folk-Lore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions (SAMPSON LOW, MARSTON, SEARLE, & RIVINGTON, 1880) <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/34704/34704-h/34704-h.htm> [accessed 29 March 2026].]  [34:  Gemma Gary, Wisht Waters: The Cult & Magic of Water (Three Hands Press, 2017; repr., Troy Books Publishing, 2022).] 

Iolo Morganwg, the bardic pseudonym of Edward Williams (1747–1826), is described by David Ceri Jones as a polymath and writer at the “vanguard of Welsh nationalism” at the end of the eighteenth century. His reputation, however, is complicated by his activities as a literary forger and by his laudanum addiction, which Jones suggests contributed to an “inability to distinguish between fact, fiction and fantasy.”[footnoteRef:35] He was part of an intellectual culture of the period passionately committed to uncovering forgotten Welsh history but as Jones comments, “… where that past proved uninspiring, they resorted to inventing traditions to spice it up.” Morganwg claims to have discovered the legend of Dwynwen in the book of Huw Huws with notes by and in the hand of Lewis Morris, according to Morganwg’s son, Taliesin.[footnoteRef:36] This attribution is unsupported, as no such reference appears in Morris’s extant writings.[footnoteRef:37] The legend itself recasts Dwynwen within a romantic, quasi-fairytale framework, consistent with wider European currents of the period and the contemporary interest in a romantic nationalism, exemplified by the publication of the Grimms' Fairy Tales in 1812.[footnoteRef:38] [35:  David Ceri Jones, ‘Fictional Selves in the Life and Writings of Edward Williams (“Iolo Morganwg”, 1747–1826)’, The Welsh History Review, 24.1 (2008), pp. 29–51.]  [36:  Iolo Manuscripts: A Selection of Ancient Welsh Manuscripts, in Prose and Verse, with English Translations and Notes., ed. by Taliesin Williams (The Welsh MSS Society, 1848; repr., I. Foulkes, 1888) <https://ia800103.us.archive.org/2/items/iolomanuscriptss00willuoft/iolomanuscriptss00willuoft.pdf> [accessed 1 April 2026].]  [37:  The Letters of Lewis, Richard, William and John Morris of Anglesey (Morrisiaid Mon) 1728-1765, ed. by John H. Davies (Published privately by the editor, 1907), I <https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/25/The_letters_of_Lewis%2C_Richard%2C_William_and_John_Morris_of_Anglesey%2C_%28Morrisiaid_Mon%29_1728-1765_%28IA_lettersoflewisri01davi%29.pdf>.]  [38:  Louis L. Snyder, Cultural Nationalism: The Grimm Brothers’ Fairy Tales, 1999, pp. 35–54 <https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1420027001/LitRC?sid=summon&u=walamp> [accessed 27 April 2026].] 

In Morganwg’s account, Dwynwen, who he calls the “Goddess, or Saint, of love and affection, as the poets designate Venus”, and identified as Brychan’s daughter, is described as mutually in love with Maelon Dafodrill. The narrative then reworks the older motif in traditions associated with Maelgwn Gwynedd with the male figure attempting to force himself upon the saint, but here Dwynwen resists successfully, although she is left in a state of emotional distress. Retreating alone into the forest, she prays for release from her anguish and receives a potion which extinguishes her desire, while the same substance transforms Maelon into a block of ice, although the mechanism by which he receives it is left unexplained. The name “Maelon” itself appears suggestively close to Maelgwn, perhaps indicating a deliberate adaptation.
Dwynwen is then granted three wishes in a manner characteristic of folktale structure: that Maelon be revived, that her intercession be effective on behalf of all “true-hearted” lovers, and that she herself remain unmarried, living the chaste and reclusive life of a nun. At its core, the narrative draws on a familiar hagiographical motif, the threatened violation of a virgin, but this is complicated through the introduction of mutual love. In the vita of a saint such as Saint Gwenfrewy (Winefride), the saint rejects earthly desire in favour of Christ as her spiritual bridegroom. Dwynwen similarly embraces a life dedicated to God, however, in Morganwg’s version, she retains a mediating role in relation to earthly love, emerging as a patron of lovers rather than a figure wholly detached from human desires. Morganwg’s contribution is to recast and popularise the legend in a form that largely survives as her story today. As Jones observes, “By inhabiting the blurred space between myth and reality, Williams was able to make a significant, even original contribution to this recasting of Welsh identity.” [footnoteRef:39] [39:  Jones, ‘Fictional Selves in the Life and Writings of Edward Williams (“Iolo Morganwg”, 1747–1826)’.] 

Newspaper articles from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries demonstrate the extent to which the past was being reframed through a classical lens, combined with an emerging nationalist ideal of a distinctly “Celtic” Wales. A theatrical production by W. R. Williams at the National Eisteddfod of Wales is rather scathingly reported in The Weekly Mail (17 March 1883). [footnoteRef:40] The play draws on the Dwynwen tradition, in which a knight named Maldwyn seeks the saint’s intercession to win the love of Gwenhwyfor, daughter of Earl Meyric. Dwynwen then sends Maldwyn on crusade to Palestine, after which he returns having performed heroic deeds and is permitted to marry the earl’s daughter. By the 1890s, journalistic accounts increasingly frame Dwynwen in explicitly romantic and classical terms. In The Cardiff Times (20 May 1893), she is described as “the Valentine of the Britons - the patron saint of lovers.”[footnoteRef:41] Similarly, The South Wales Daily News (8 October 1896) refers to her as “the Celtic Venus” in a narrative that combines themes of love and national identity.[footnoteRef:42] This classical association is further reinforced in The Courant and Advertiser for North Wales (2 November 1904), which reports that Princess Louise Auguste of Schleswig-Holstein was granted the title “Dwynwen (the name of the British Goddess of Love)” at the Gorsedd of the Welsh Bards.[footnoteRef:43] [40:  ‘Welsh Newspapers’, The National Library of Wales, n.d. <https://newspapers.library.wales/view/3372575/3372578/50/Dwynwen> [accessed 25 April 2026].]  [41:  Ibid.]  [42:  Ibid.]  [43:  Ibid.] 

Taken together, these representations show a clear shift in emphasis. Whereas earlier evidence situates Dwynwen within a devotional and healing context, Victorian and Edwardian accounts increasingly recast her as a romantic figure analogous to Valentine, while simultaneously aligning her with classical archetypes such as Venus. In doing so, her image is displaced from a primarily sacred and intercessory role towards a more secularised conception, shaped by both Romantic antiquarianism and the cultural nationalism of the period.
By the second half of the twentieth century, Dwynwen’s image was undergoing yet another phase of reinvention. Vera Williams, a student at University College Bangor in the 1960s, sought to re-establish the saint as Wales’s equivalent of St Valentine. She persuaded the local artist Elis Gwyn Jones to design greeting cards with his students, which were subsequently printed by a local business. In a later recollection (2015), Bet Jones, one of Gwyn Jones’s former pupils at Pwllheli Grammar School, describes his role in fostering this revival: “Elis Gwyn Jones was much more than just an Art teacher as he took it upon himself to evoke in me and my fellow pupils a passion for Welsh culture for which he cared so much. One day in January 1969, he related the story of Dwynwen as he had heard it told by Anglesey author, Jane Edwards. The story caught our imagination and when he suggested that we might like to create greeting cards to mark the saint’s day, we took to the task with enthusiasm.”[footnoteRef:44]  [44:  Eryl Crump, ‘WATCH: Authors Reveal What the Welsh Patron Saint of Lovers and Her Home on Anglesey Means to Them’, North Wales Live, 19 January 2015 <http://www.dailypost.co.uk/whats-on/arts-culture-news/watch-authors-reveal-what-welsh-8463144> [accessed 25 April 2026].] 

Today, Saint Dwynwen’s Day is widely celebrated in Wales as a national equivalent to Valentine’s Day, reinforcing a sense of cultural distinctiveness from the rest of Britain. At the same time, however, it has also become embedded within commercial enterprise, as businesses capitalise on its association with romantic love. In this respect, the modern celebration both echoes and transforms earlier practices: just as medieval pilgrimage to Llanddwyn Island generated significant income, so too has Dwynwen’s contemporary revival created new forms of cultural and commercial activity, even being used in marketing campaigns to promote “finding love” among Welsh farmers.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Lonely Farmers Advertise on Milk, 24 January 2007 <http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/wales/6294321.stm> [accessed 25 April 2026].] 

Dwynwen’s status as the patron saint of lovers is not rooted in the earliest material evidence but is instead the result of later reinterpretation. The extant sources, from De Situ Brecheniauc to the archaeological and liturgical records, indicate a localised medieval cult focused on healing, intercession, and pilgrimage rather than on love. Although the later medieval Welsh poetic tradition introduces an association with lovesickness, this remains limited and somewhat inconsistent. It is only following the Reformation, and more decisively through the work of Iolo Morganwg and subsequent nineteenth- and twentieth-century cultural and nationalist movements, that Dwynwen is firmly reimagined as a pan-Welsh romantic figure comparable to Venus or St Valentine. The evidence therefore suggests that her identity as a patron saint of lovers has emerged cumulatively and retrospectively, rather than forming an essential part of her original cult, reflecting the changing cultural context in which her story was fashioned and reshaped.
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