The Cult of St. David
St. David was a saint in the 6th century, in medieval Wales. He has been revered as a crucial and influential figure in the landscape of Welsh spirituality and religion for the last 1200 years. Even to this day, despite the fact that Catholicism is much less important to the day to day lives of the average Welsh person, he is venerated as an important and significant person in Welsh Culture and History. He is the patron saint of Wales. The church of St. Davids is named for him and people celebrate his saints day as an important day for the Welsh. The rise of the cult of St. David from relative obscurity in the early medieval period to world-wide recognition and veneration, though not canonisation, is a fascinating topic of research and study and helps in the understanding of how the religion, worldview and sometimes politics of medieval Wales operated. This Saint’s significance to the medieval Welsh world cannot be understated. And the study of the origin, rise and impact of this cult is substantial.  
The life of St. David is one of monastic solitude, interspersed with miracles and evangelism. His final words have exemplified his cult through to this day, it is said that his final words to his followers were. ‘Be joyful, keep the faith, do the little things you have seen me do’[footnoteRef:1] these words are exemplifiers of how the cult of the saint wanted to behave. He was very reveared in the medieval period, and while there was a falloff of overt reverence and worship following the abolition of Roman Catholicism in Britain by Henry the 8th when he split from the Catholic church, he was still remembered and venerated in secret. The main source we have for the history of St David is through his life, or Vitae. These works are like biographies, in that they retell the events of a Saint’s life, they are unlike biographies in that they make overt use of metaphor and spend much of their time drawing parallels between the saint they are about and other saints, apostles, and even to Jesus himself.[footnoteRef:2] The Cult of St. David is the most prevalent and videspread of the Welsh Saint’s cults, being the patron saint of Wales he enjoys widespread acknowledgment and respect, although due to a cultural shift, less prayer than he has historically. The spread of this cult is linked inexorably to the rise of Christianity in Wales, which is a murky and hotly disputed topic.  [1:  St. David's Cathedral. 2024a. ‘The Medieval Cult of St David | St Davids Cathedral’, Www.stdavidscathedral.org.uk https://www.stdavidscathedral.org.uk/discover/history/medieval-cult [accessed 24 December 2024]]  [2:  St. David's Cathedral. 2024a. ‘The Medieval Cult of St David | St Davids Cathedral’, Www.stdavidscathedral.org.uk https://www.stdavidscathedral.org.uk/discover/history/medieval-cult [accessed 24 December 2024]] 

	The origins of Welsh Christianity cannot be easily traced back, as it is very hard to trace the spread of a faith when there is no written record of it, the writer Auctor Badonicus, from the 8th century claims that Christianity arrived in Wales during the reign of Tiberius.[footnoteRef:3] This would put the introduction of Christianity to Wales no later than 37AD, which, although the spread of Christianity was very fast, was only 4 years after the founding of the church in Jerusalem this is very improbable. It is more likely that Christianity reached Wales slightly later than Badonicus says. By 597 A.D. the Archbishop of Canterbury viewed the Welsh Church as ancient.[footnoteRef:4] Wales would be the dominant Christian power on the Island for many centuries as the pagan Anglo-Saxons invaded and consumed the earlier Romano-British Kingdoms. The spread of Welsh Christianity was halted by this invasion, in the early sixth century, the time period St. David is said to have lived it is hard to pinpoint exactly how far the lands of Christian Wales spread, compared to the incoming Anglo-Saxons. According to Welsh Christian Origins, St. Gildas’ open letter to the kings of Brittain is one of the ways to pinpoint where on the Island was rules by Christian Kings.  [3:  Arthur W.  Wade-Evans, Welsh Christian Origins (Oxford: Alden, 1934) p.11]  [4:  Wade-Evans, Welsh Christian Origins p.11
] 

‘In his rebuke of its kings, there are five mentioned by name, Constantine of Devon, and Aurelius Caninus, and then three on Wales, namely, Vortiporius of Dyfed in the south, and Cynlas and Maelgwn in the north, the latter nicknamed ‘the island dragon’, i.e., of Mona or Anglesey. These kings are clearly with the most prominent in Britannia, and their geography indicated that Britannia here is not the island of Britain, but Britannia in Britan, the Britannia of the West, i.e., Welsh-land.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Wade-Evans, ‘Welsh Christian Origins’ p.40] 

This quote helps us to understand the time that St. David was born into, it is not a peaceful time. Nor is it one where the future of Wales was certain, this age, long ago was the one that brought the life of St. David to prominence and veneration. When examining the spread of any idea, the environment is an essential part of the analysis. This examination of the relatively dire straights that the Welsh found themselves in may shed some light on some of the factors that helped to raise St. David from a relatively obscure local saint to the patron saint of Wales.
	The primary source for our understanding of St. David are the lives of David. There are several. The first one was written around 1095 by Rhygyfarch, he was from an ecclesiastical family being the son of Bishop Sulien. His is the earliest work on David and is the key to the story surviving down to us now.[footnoteRef:6] His work is full of possible embellishment, and exaggeration as is common for a saints life. In her work on the later lives of St. David that this first work by Rhygyfarch was the source for all the following vita, lives, and that following this they all drew on this one. And while this document is a telling for the life of St. David, it is clearly reflective of the struggles of the day, following the Norman conquest of England.[footnoteRef:7] whether this is intentional or not it is interesting to reflect on the fact that the struggles that were faced by the people of this era on the late eleventh century, were very similar to the struggles of the people of Davids time roughly five-hundred years earlier. Both of these times in the Island’s history are marked by the recent conquest of England by invading continental warlords. And it was perhaps this parralel that encouraged Rhygyfarch to pick St. David as the subject of his work. Most of the lives that followed after Rhygyfarch’s first life are shorter paraphrases or abridged versions. There are other objects of significane to the cult of St. David, namely his relics, and the cathedral that was built in his name. Traditionally this cathedral is said to have been built on the site of his original monastery[footnoteRef:8] [6:  St. David's Cathedral. 2024a. ‘The Medieval Cult of St David]  [7:   Jenny Day. The Later Lives of St David in NLW MSS Peniarth 27ii, Llanstephan 34 and Peniarth 225 (University of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies, 2022) ]  [8:  St. David's Cathedral. 2024a. ‘The Medieval Cult of St David] 

	In The Gospel of Luke 14:26 Jesus says that ‘If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and mother… yes, even their own life—such a person cannot be my disciple.’[footnoteRef:9] This was not an issue for St. David, as he was unusually the son of another Saint. The Mother of St. David was a woman by the name of St. Non, unlike other female saints of this era where her cult was not limited by geography.[footnoteRef:10] Rather she is venerated both in Wales and across the sea in Britanny, this reverence of his mother is one very interesting part of St. Davids life, and one of the reasons he is venerated. The Life of St. David is inextricably linked to the life of St. Non, and not only in the normal way that our lives are linked to our mothers, but his Sainthood is part of the reason for St. Non’s veneration although not the only reason. Most of the story of St. Non and the way St. David was conceived is recorded in the Life of St. David, linking Non to her son not only because she is his mother but because this work also retells her deeds as a saint. She is very unique in that she is one of a very few medieval saints who was raped. According to Feminine Sanctity in Wales it is incredibly rare that rape is a theme of a female Saint’s life.[footnoteRef:11] Indeed in the life of the famous saint Gwenfrewy, there is the threat of rape, Caradoc the Prince threatens Gwenfrewy with rape but when she refuses he kills her for it rather than going through with the act.[footnoteRef:12] This is not what happens to Non. In the Live of St. David, Non is raped by a prince, or a king the translation varies, named Sant, he came to the community where she lived and he went to Dyved where St. Non lived and there encountered her. This is highly unusual for a Saint’s life and the life quickly proceeds to extol her chastity before and after this one event.[footnoteRef:13] This indicates that as Jane Cartwright observed in her work of female saints in Wales, that virginity is crucial for the female saints.[footnoteRef:14] That the Medieval nun is considered the bride of Christ. This story about St Davids mother is fascinatingly unique in the period, and underlines how unique and important David was. It is said that during her pregency St. Non, ate nothing but bread and water, and that the ground raised up two stones for her to rest on in the place she was assaulted. When she entered a church to offer alms for the birth of her son the man speaking, St. Gildas was struck dumb in the presence of her unborn son, David.  [9:  The Bible (NIV version) Luke 14:26 ]  [10:  Jane Cartwright ‘Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales’ (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008) p.95]  [11:  Cartwright ‘Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales’ p. 96]  [12:  Hugh Feiss, Catherine Hamaker, Roland Pepin, and Robert, Two Mediæval Lives of Saint Winefride (Toronto: Peregrina Publishing Co., 2000) p.35]  [13:  A. W. Wade-Evans, (Arthur Wade), and Scott Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae et Genealogiae, New edition / edited by Scott Lloyd. (Cardiff: Welsh Academic Press, 2013) p.366]  [14:  Cartwright ‘Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales’ p.96] 

	This striking dumb of a famous spiritual leader is echoes of the biblical sorties surrounding the birth of John the Baptist. The Angel strikes John the Baptists father dumb when he doesn’t believe that he will have a son in Luke 1.[footnoteRef:15] The Author of the medieval live of St. David is drawing on what would then have been a commonly known and understood story at the time. This is in an attempt to make his readers and audience think about the parallels between John and Dewi. John the Baptist is called the greatest of those born of women in Matthew 11:11. This is parralelled by the claim made by Gildas that St. David will have sole rule and primacy over all British saints.[footnoteRef:16] This claim is paralleling the declaration by Jesus about John. This is one of the ways the medieval saints’ cults spread their veneration of specific saints. By drawing parallels between them and preexisting acknowledged saints. This is one of the reasons that they draw on St. Non the way that they do. This is a way to parallel the virgin birth of Jesus of Nazareth as detailed by the gospels with the ‘almost’ virgin birth of David. They even include this line to reenforce this fact.  [15:  The Bible (NIV Version) Luke 1]  [16:  Wade-Evans and Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae, p. 366.] 

‘Divine power sent Sant, king of the country of Ceredigion, as far as a community of the People of Dyved, And the king met a nun, a virgin called Nonnita, a very beautiful and graceful girl…’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Wade-Evans and Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae, pp. 365-66] 

This inclusion that this rape was somehow divinely orchestrated was a very strange attempts to try and indicate that St. David was like Jesus in this way. This is a very extreme example of this sort of parallel but is an indicator of how the cult of David was spread through Wales. Through paralleling with already canonised and venerated saints in the bible.  
	St. David was born into a miracle, the afore mentioned St. Non was giving birth to him on the cliffs overlooking the sea. The place is marked by a church, according to the Life of David, and today tradition says that the Chapel of St. Non in Pembrokeshire.[footnoteRef:18] This location is said to be the site of the miracle which happened when St. David was born. There was a terrible storm, so violent that none could brave it, this was to drive off an evil pagan king who was waiting at this spot to kill Non and her unborn son. This was because of a druidic prophecy, which he misunderstood. During her labour pains she leaned on a rock, which broke while she was holding it. This apparently marks the spot where the chapel now stands.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  St. David’s Cathedral 2024b. ‘Who Is St Non? | St Davids Cathedral’, Stdavidscathedral.org.uk https://www.stdavidscathedral.org.uk/discover/history/St-Non [accessed 1 January 2025]]  [19:  Wade-Evans and Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae, p.367] 

	This miraculous birth was only the start of the miracles of St. David. He is said to have miraculous powers from his infancy. Other than the pre-birth miracle of striking St. Gildas dumb, there is the incident at his baptism. 
Again, when he was baptized by Aelvyw, bishop of the people of Mynyw (or the people of Munster), a fountain of clearest water, bursting forth, suddenly appeared in that place for the administration of baptism, which had never been seen before. Moreover, it cured the eyes of a bling monk, who held him while he was baptized; for that blind saint, who, so it is said, had been born from his mothers womb without nostril and without eyes, perceiving that the infant, which he held in his bosom, was full of the grace of the Holy Ghost, took the water, wherein the body of the holy infant had been thrice dipped, and sprinkled his own face with it three times, and, sooner than said, he joyfully received the sight of his eyes and full compliment of his countenance. And all who were present glorified the Lord and holy David on that day.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Wade-Evans and Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae, pp.367-68] 

This section is an excerpt from the life of Satin David. And again it’s a piece typical of the medieval lives of Saints. This particular section has David preforming not only 1 miracle, but two at the time of his birth, the appearing of a clear spring is a clear parrale of some of the stories in Exodus, such as in Exodus 15:22-27 where Moses creates a clear spring out of a dirty one. And later in Numbers 20:11 where he makes water flow out of a boulder by striking it, these parallels would not be lost on the medieval population of the day; who, being devout Catholics were well versed in the old testament stories of the bible. This parallel is a clear piece of evidence that the veneration of David is drawing on the stories of the Old Testament in order to magnify the prestige that St. David had in the environment of the time. This is one of the standard ways that the medieval writers of the time would try and promote their preferred saint.  
	The tale of Davids life continues as it describes his up brining in Ceredigion, he is raised and keeps himself holy. He was raised in a village near Aberaeron, a place the Life of St. David calls Hen Vynyw. This is where he learned to read, and to observe all of the good catholic masses and rites. This is a way of communicating that he was correctly educated as a priest in the tradition of the times when the life was written, in the eleventh century, this is after the catholic church has had a large impact on the Christian landscape of the Welsh people. At the time of St. David the Welsh were practising a form of Christianity known as Insular or Celtic Christianity and while not totally unrecognizable there were several differences between the Roman Catholic and the Celtic church. There were arguments around the method of baptism, the investiture of bishops and the way that you are tonsured. These are not massively different but they are apparent. This is an indicator of one of the faults of the life of St. David, in that he is described and depicted as being a purely Roman Catholic saint, and his story is told through these leans. There is possibility that the Celtic church allowed clerical marriages. This is important to remember when the Life of David, in extoling his many virtues talks about not being married as one of the virtues.
But it was at a subsequent time, when his virtuous merits had increased, he having preserved his flesh pure from the embraces of a wife, that he was made a priest and raised to sacerdotal dignity.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Wade-Evans and Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae, p,368] 

This is Latinization of an otherwise Welsh or Celtic saint, may not have even been a conscious act but it is a good reminder of how the medieval Roman Catholic Church worked. Notably one reason to write a Saint’s life was in the hope that he or she would be canonised by the Church. Many of the Welsh Saints, notably ones with more local ties were not canonised but rather a type of folk-saint, appointed and revered by the local community. David was a saint like this presumably up until his life was written by Rhygyfarch in the eleventh century. The miracles continue in the life of David as he grows. He is trained to become a scribe while studying under a holy man named Paulens he helps the man regain his eye sight by touching his eyes after they had gone blind. So far the miracles by David have all been parallels of the ones performed by other saints, as is this one. This one is like when Jesus heals a blind man by touching his eyes. The life of St. David is full of miracles. However St. David didn’t spend most of his time doing miracles but rather living as a monk. 	
	The life of a monk in early medieval Wales was a fascinating one, and while it differed largely from the later monastic traditions, it was the foundation for a centuries long Welsh and Irish monastic tradition. St. David was a member of a number of Monastic Saints, including such famous ones as St. Patric of Ireland and others. One of the main aspects of St. Davids life that is very consistent with the traditions of Celtic or Insular Christianity are the emphasis on monasticism, is the huge focus on the monastic life of St. David, a large portion of his life is about this monastic endeavour.
‘For he founded twelve monostaries to the praise of God: first, arriving at Glastonbury, he built a church there; then he came to Bath, and there causing deadly water to become salutary with a blessing, he endowed it with perpetual heat, rendering it fit for people to bathe; afterwords he came to Croyland and Repton; thence to Colva and Glascwm, and he had with him a two headed alter; after that he founded a monastery in a place which is called Raglan, he built a church; then he founded a monastery in a place called Llan Gyvelach, in the region of Gower, in which afterwords he received the alter, which was sent to him.’[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Wade-Evans and Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae, p.369] 

As we can see in this description of his life St. David was a founder of many monasteries. Indeed there is a documented occurrence of a monastic explosion across Britannia in this period.[footnoteRef:23] During which the number of Welsh monasteries and hermitages would expand massively in number and population. This was mainly due to the work of St. Martin, rather than that of St. David.  [23:  Wade-Evans, Arthur W, Welsh Christian Origins (Oxford: Alden, 1934) p.60] 

	The monostary of St. David, where David founded his monostary is not the cite of the famous cathedral that carries his name. this is where David and his followers lived. They lead humble lives, eating bread, water and herbs.[footnoteRef:24] The monks at the monostary that was run by Saint David lived lives very similar to the Egyptian hermits, and ascetics. This style of life was characterised by hard labour, voluntary poverty, and communal living and owning of property. This is similar to the way that St. Benedict established his monasteries in the same time period. These were not the grand abbeys you would see later in the period, but more isolated huts. A chapel dated from the period St Govan’s Chapel, a small stone chapel nested into the cliffside gives an idea of the kind of place that this original monetary that St. David lived in would have been like.[footnoteRef:25] This small chapel is a far cry from the large later monasteries Like those of Strata Florida, and elsewhere. This simple poverty filled but holy and pious life is exemplified in the eleventh century life, which provides a long description of the conditions of the monastery. The life provides a pattern of waking and sleeping, hard work and prayer. This holy life was one of the reasons that St. David was venerated, although it is not the final chapter in his life, he did other deeds that were venerated and significant. [24:  Wade-Evans and Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae, p.373]  [25:  Cadw. 2023. ‘Monasteries & Abbeys | Cadw’, Gov.wales (Cadw) https://cadw.gov.wales/visit/best-history/monasteries-abbeys [accessed 2 January 2025]] 

	Later in his life after all these things had come to pass he was called to the Synod of Brefi, this was a meeting of the leaders of the Celtic Church to discus the issue of Pelagianism, Pelagianism was a heresy that rose out of the teachings of Pelagius in the early fifth century. This heresy would teach that humans were born without sin, and were essentially good.[footnoteRef:26] This Heresy was rising in Britan for a second time and the meeting was called to discuss what could be done about it after raising a boy for the dead, the main miracle focues on in the Life of St. David was that a mound of earth was raised under his feet as he preached against this heresy. And a dove with a golden beak descended on him as he preached.[footnoteRef:27] This is one of the hallmarks of the depiction of St. David, and it one of the ways to recognise iconography which is intended to represent him.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. [n.d.-a]. ‘Pelagianism | Description, History, & Beliefs’, Encyclopedia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/topic/Pelagianism]  [27:  Wade-Evans and Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae, p.382]  [28:  BBC Wales. 2020. ‘5: Early Christianity in Wales’, BBC https://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/history/sites/themes/guide/ch5_early_christianity_wales.shtml [accessed 19 December 2024]
] 

	Like many Saints St. David left behind a number of evidences, or apparent evidences, for future venerators to remember him by. These range from relics to other forms of evidence. The relics St. David left were kept after his death in a reliquary at the Monastery, then the cathedral that arose in the area. These relics were thought to have been stolen at some point in the eleventh century when the monastery was pillaged by Vikings.[footnoteRef:29] This ransacking was not actually as devastating to the cult of St. David as the destruction of relics typically was. It was in fact after this point that St. Davids was dedicated as a pilgrimage point. In fact St. Davids was a very important point for the medieval world.  [29:  Fred Cowley, ‘The Relics of St David: The Historical Evidence’, in St David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation, ed. by J. Wyn Evans and Jonathan M. Wooding (Boydell & Brewer, 2007), pp. 274–81] 

In 1120, Pope Callactus II canonised David as a Saint. Following this he was declared Patron Saint of Wales. Such was Davids influence that many pilgrimages were made to St. David’s, and the Pope decreed that two pilgrimages made to St. Davids equalled one to Rome while three were worth one to Jerusalem. Fifty churches in South Wales alone bear his name.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Ben Johnson, [n.d.]. ‘St David, the Patron Saint of Wales’, Historic UK https://www.historic-uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofWales/St-David-Patron-Saint-of-Wales/] 

Another significant piece of history that is left behind is the church of St. David in what is now known as Llandewi Brefi, this church was built on the site which was said to be the site that the mound rose up under Dewi to make the hill for his preaching. The modern veneration of St. David takes many forms. The Welsh have celebrated his Saint’s day since as early as the twelfth century until now. This was following the canonisation of St. David by Callactus the 2nd in 1120 Now its viewed as more of a national holiday more than a religious one. March the 1st being celebrated around the country with Daffodils, Leeks, and with parades. These celebrations are an echo of the eight hundred years of Welsh people celebrating their patron saint, and the uniqueness of their country. 
	St. David, or Dewi Sant, was a fascinating early medieval figure, his extensively documented life demonstrates many of the ways that medieval clergy would use parallels to existing and previously acknowledged and canonised saints to try and indicate the status of the one who’s life they were writing should match that of the example saints. This sadly makes it very hard to discern what, if anything, is actually original to the life of the man David. This interesting problem, one where the saints from this age are increasingly decked in the trappings of the ages after them presents a unique challenge to historians and hagiographers as they try to un-vail what the real events if any inspired this story.
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