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Compare and contrast Rhygyfarch’s Life of Saint David with Prior Robert of Shrewsbury’s Life of Saint Winefride.

Saints David and Winefride have arguably remained two of the most popular Welsh saints, and so their Lives provide an interesting point of comparison. David’s position as the patron saint of Wales has made him a national as well as historic or religious figure, and his popularity can be seen now as greater than that of Winefride. The Lives of saints are fundamental to the memory, popularity and geography of a saint, but can also be used as a tool to explore the social and political context that the authors, Rhygyfarch and Prior Robert, were living in. This essay will compare and contrast the Lives with regards to the texts themselves: including their authorship, dating and language; the life of the saint: key themes such as birth, miracles performed; and cults and politics, both during their lifetime and after death, including the relics associated with them. Each of the texts mentioned along with alternative Lives will be analysed, along with secondary sources from historians including Henken, Rees and Wyn-Evans. 

Texts – authorship, manuscripts and motivations
In order to compare and contrast the content of the Lives, an analysis of their authorship and creation is first necessary. Rhygyfarch, the author of this Life of Saint David, was alive during the later half of the eleventh century.
 A son of a bishop of St Davids, Ieuan ap Sulien, a post he himself also held, and part of a family of scholars Rhygyfarch is also credited with writing a number of poems.
 The Life of Saint Winefride was written by Prior Robert, a monk, prior and subsequently abbot of Shrewsbury Abbey, who died in 1168.
 Rhygyfarch’s Life of Saint David is believed to have been written in about 1090, and the Life of Saint Winefride later, in approximately 1140.
 Both texts therefore are written hundreds of years after the saints deaths, with David believed to have died in the late the sixth century and Winefride in the late seventh. The sources used in writing their Lives is discussed by both authors. Rhygyfarch states that the stories included were ‘found scattered in the most ancient writings of our country, and especially in his own monastery’, their poor condition prompting his decision to preserve the accounts in his own writings.
 Historian James suggests however, that ‘it is obvious from the first few paragraphs that he was not writing a documentary history’, implying a motivation other that simply collating and preserving the accounts. Similarly, Prior Robert appears to have taken an active editorial role, excluding events he ‘did not find in books’ or which ‘were challenged by men who speak truly’.
 Comparison to other versions of the Lives of Saint David and Saint Winefride can provide a possible insight into the specific representation the author wished to portray and why.  
Both saints’ lives are recorded in multiple manuscripts of varying dates, in addition to versions by different authors. In the case of the Life of Saint David, both Latin and Welsh Lives exist, but unlike the Rhygyfarch’s Latin Life, the author of the Welsh Life is unknown. The key manuscripts containing the Latin Life are referred to as Nero, Digby, Giraldus, and Vespasian. The Digby text is regarded as the earliest, probably written between 1150 and 1175, but the Vespasion is the fullest version, dating from the thirteenth century but of approximately nine thousand words.
 The anonymous Welsh Life is written two centuries after the Latin Life. The contrasts between the two Lives are quite strong. Although there are evidently similarities in the events and themes portrayed, not all events are mentioned in both lives, and the Welsh Life places a greater significance on Llannddewi Brefi as opposed to St David’s. The differing events span the whole Life, beginning prior to his birth, when the Welsh life makes no mention of a tyrant intending to kill Non, but which is described as follows in the Latin Life: ‘there was a tyrant living nearby who had found out, from the divination of seers, that a boy would be born within his borders whose power would take over the whole country’, which prompts him state ‘whomever I find resting there - if only for a short time – shall die, slain by my sword’.
 Further examples include sections discussing his life at his monastery and his journey to Jerusalem being absent in the Welsh Life. 
In contrast, the life of Saint Winefride is present earliest in two Latin Lives: the text by Prior Robert, and an anonymous Latin Life. There has been recent discussion regarding the dating of the two Lives, with some historians suggesting that given that Prior Robert appears to have no knowledge of the anonymous text, it is likely his text was written first, but other alternatives, such as that he decided not to utilise the existing text due to specific motivations, are not impossible.
 Compared to Prior Robert’s Vita, ‘the anonymous Vita St. Wenefred is shorter, written in plainer Latin, more graphic, less exhortatory and includes more Welsh names’.
 The differences with regards to their content is largely to be found in their conclusion, with Robert Pennant’s version concluding with the translation of Winefride’s relics to Shrewsbury, whereas the anonymous life includes a number of miracles at her well. The differences between the Lives of each of the saints could be regarded as due to stylistic preferences, but more likely the context of events which were occurring at the time of their recording, along with personal motivations of the authors had a significant impact upon both the events included and the emphasis given to specific sites or characteristics of the saints. 
The lack of a known author of the two anonymous texts limits our understanding of the Lives, whereas having the names of Rhygyfarch and Prior Robert gives us a possible insight into the motivations for writing the texts. There are a plethora of viewpoints regarding Rhygyfarch’s reasons for writing the text. Chadwick suggests it was written around 1081 following a meeting of William the Conqueror, Rhys ap Tewdwr and Gruffydd ap Cynan at St David’s, where Sulien, the then Bishop and Rhygyfarch’s father mediated discussion.
 The text, she argues therefore, was written ‘in support of Sulien’s policy and in celebration of the visit of the Conqueror to St David’s’.
 In contrast, Wade Evans suggests it was instead written in 1095 as a protest against interference from Canterbury following the suspension of Bishop Wilfred.
 Although each of these arguments are plausible, this essay suggests a combination of these factors were responsible, and the Life was written due to a decline in Welsh-Norman relations and a desire to maintain the independence of the Welsh Church and specifically the position of St David’s . A poem, Rhygyfarch’s Lament written in 1093, is strongly anti-Norman, and invokes the figure of David to support Welsh nationalism, was written according to Evans ‘when the Normans with their savagery seemed at the time to have subdued all of Wales’.
 This appears in stark contrast to the pro-Norman attitude that Chadwick suggests for the Life, although it is reasonable that the intervening years may well have altered this. The strong emphasis upon St David’s itself, along with extensive description of the ascetic daily life of Saint David where the monks ‘would work with their feet and hands with more vehement zeal; they would place the yoke upon their shoulders’, indicating that the author was seeking to validate St David and St David’s’ holiness and religious importance. 
It is interesting to note that Winefride’s Welsh Life also contains a degree of anti-Norman sentiment, with the recounting of an event ‘after the expulsion of the French from the whole of Gwynedd’ when ‘the spring of the martyr appeared to flow with a milky liquid for three days’.
 This type of sentiment does not occur in Prior Robert’s life and possibly demonstrates differing attitudes to the Normans in England and Wales at this time. Similar to Rhygyfarch however, it is likely that Prior Robert was seeking to validate a religious site with his Life of Saint Winefride, specifically the removal of relics from Gwytherin to Shrewsbury Abbey. An obvious indicator of this motivation is the section at the end of Prior Robert’s account given over to describing the process of translation of Winefride’s relics. The fact that this section exists and is given a substantial explanation suggests that the author believed that these actions would require justification. The account of their translation involves opposition and subsequent acceptance by local and secular authorities, with miracles either prompting this change in attitude, or guiding the priors of Shrewsbury on their journey. This journey to claim Winefride’s relics began with a sub-prior receiving a vision from ‘a most beautiful maiden’ who instructed ‘let one of you go to the spring of Saint Winefride and celebrate Mass in her memory’.
 Visions continue to aid their journey, with a vision from the previous year in which the priest at Gwytherin was instructed to allow the people who came to take the bones to do so. Upon explaining their mission to the prince of the land, he said ‘seeing that the respect owed her is not rendered by her own people, she desires to be taken elsewhere so that she might receive from strangers the honour which either her own people distain to give her or neglect to give’ concluding, ‘I willingly comply and acknowledge that I assent’.
These words have evidently been put into the mouth of the prince by the author The style and lexicon sounds similar to modern terms and conditions due to its thoroughness is handling and negating all caveats, and it was possibly similar in style to oaths of the time. This feature helps to justify the translation of the relics and remove the possibility of any party being able to regain them. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that Winefride is presented as supporting the translation, and reflects the attitude that if a person is successful in stealing a saint’s relics, it must be that the saint desires to be moved.
 In this concluding section of the life, the eager agreement of the church, prince, the people and St Winefride herself, is demonstrated, and strongly suggests Prior Robert’s motivation was to create an account to legitimise the gaining of relics by Shrewsbury Abbey. 
Lives – key features of saint’s lives from birth to death
The conception and birth of a saint is a key aspect of their Life, and the descriptions provided for David and Winefride are strongly contrasting, with David’s conception and birth discussed in detail, whereas Winefride’s birth is not mentioned as we only meet her as a young girl. David is conceived when his mother St Non, a nun, is raped by a local king, Sant. He was ‘lusting after her, he raped her and she conceived his son the holy David’.
 Despite the rape, Non remains as a virginal character and it is said of her ‘neither before nor after did she know a man, but continuing steadfastly in chastity of mind and body’. 
 In this way, without the blasphemy of a virgin birth, she remains pure, which adds to David’s prestige as a saint. Henken suggests that illegitimate saints ‘derive power through being on the edge of society, literally on the border between the sacred and the profane’, which would give David greater mystery and prestige, but I do not think this is evident in the Life as he is welcomed due to his prophesised sainthood.
 His birth is also very dramatic: ‘there were flashes of lightning, terrifying peals of thunder and tremendous downpour of hail and rain’.
 Where Non laboured however ‘was lit with such serene light that it shone as if God was present’.
This description acts as an indicator of the greatness of the forthcoming child. No such descriptions are present within the Life of Saint Winefride, and her first introduction in the Life seems slightly passive and offhand: ‘Teuyth was present with his wife and daughter, Winefride by name’, and follows a description of how Beuno came to settle on the land and his interactions with Winefride’s father.
 It is possible that this approach was taken since she was a female saint and to introduce her in the context of her association with a male saint was deemed more effective. Although less dramatic than David’s birth, Winefride is her parents’ only child, which we learn through her mental torment as to whether to devote herself to God, or accept her parents’ hope of her ‘increasing their offspring and the succession of their posterity depended on her alone’.
 There are many examples, such as that of Beuno, born in his parent’s old age, and in answer to their prayers, and so some extent Winefride may also represent this as she was special due to her being her parent’s only child, possibly born after many failed pregnancies or in old age. 
The second area of comparison for the Lives, is the way in which David and Winefride enter sainthood. Whereas David’s position as a saint had been prophesised for thirty years prior to his birth, Winefride doesn’t become a saint until she reaches adulthood. David’s coming is revealed to multiple significance characters. Firstly, his father is forewarned by ‘the voice of an angelic prophecy’, then St Patrick is told ‘this place is not assigned to you but to a son who is not yet born’, and also the priest who was unable to preach due to Non’s presence who states ‘the son who is in the womb of that nun is greater in grace and power and rank than I’.
 Furthermore, the tyrant living nearby hears the rumours and is evidently fearful of the power the child will have due to his decision that ‘whomever I find resting there, if only for a short time, shall die, slain by my sword’.
 In contrast, Winefride’s entry into sainthood is much more gradual and also less eager, since she has to balance worldly and saintly duties, which was discussed previously in the context of her being her parent’s only child. Furthermore, the event which defines her becoming a saint, is not an action of her own, but a reaction to the intentions of Caradog and her revival by St Beuno. Her death at the hands of Caradog is as follows, ‘he was unable to bear his lust and, at the same time, believing she could not be weakened and that he could have no peace while the maiden lived, he cut off her head with his drawn sword’.
 The fact she becomes a saint following her refusal of Caradog is in line with Henken’s conjecture that ‘it is almost as if the women do not exist before contact with male sexuality’, and their chastity is intrinsic to their saintliness as ‘all of the female saints have to flee sexual advances’. This representation although in contrast to David, is more typical of a female saint.

A key similarity between the Lives of David and Winefride is the manner of their deaths. Both are warned prior to their deaths, with David told whilst celebrating matins, ‘make ready and gird yourself. On 1st March the Lord Jesus Christ accompanied by a great host of angels, will come to meet you’.
 For Winefride, Jesus ‘indicated to her on a certain night as she was devoting herself to prayers in the chapel that the day of her death was very near’.
 The information David receives regarding his death is more specific than that recorded for Winefride, but in both examples it provides the saints and those around them time to prepare. Additionally, the news of their impeding death prompts an outpouring of sadness from their followers and friends. ‘The monastery overflowed with tears, wailing resounded to the stars; young men grieved for him as their father, and old men as their son’ is the description provided in the Life of Saint David.
 The extent of people’s sadness is emphasised by the use of ‘wailing’ and ‘overflowed with tears’, and the more personal connections with people is shown by ‘as a father’ and ‘as a son’, which gives the reader a image of the saint as a beloved figure, not just a great and powerful religious figure. Similarly, as Winefride’s death draws near ‘the virgins staying with her’, were ‘moved by sorrow and tormented by inconsolable grief’, and following her death ‘the mourning was unbearable for all’.
 The death of both saints is relatively peaceful, progressing through a weakening of body and some pains, but is not the violent death of a martyr saint. This characteristic is a broader similarity with other Welsh saints, with Henken asserting that ‘the Welsh saint’s death is a generally a natural, not violent one’.
 

Miracles
The saint’s role does not conclude with their death however, with miracles associated with the characteristics, resting place and churches of the specific saint for centuries after. Miracles are arguably the most important features of a saint’s Life, since they demonstrate that their actions are assisted by a higher being. There are too many miracles within each of the Lives to discuss them all in depth, so instead this essay will focus on specific themes and features. In the Life, Winefride is not recorded performing any miracles during her lifetime, excluding events which can be attributed to Beuno such as her revival and the miraculous transportation of the cloak through the well, which is in strong contrast to David, who’s Life is littered with miracles. Posthumous miracles however are particularly effective at continuing a saint’s cult, since if a saint is able to continue to produce miracles after their death, it is worth venerating and donating to them and their churches. Thus is could be for this reason that both Lives contain an extensive discussion of posthumous miracles. 
Punishments and violence would be something expected to lie outside the remit of Christian saints, but in both lives there are multiple examples where stern retribution is meted out to those who oppose or ignore the power of the saint. Firstly in David’s Vita, when ‘Baia and his attendants came to kill David and his disciples’ for settling at Vallis Rosina, not only does David cause a fever to grip them so they are unable to attack, but also kills all of Baia and his wife’s cattle, sheep and all other animals.
 They are subsequently revived but this action nonetheless reveals the saints’ capacity for punishment. Punishment also occurs in Winefride’s Life, generally in response to the lack of respect offered by sites associated with her, for example a robber who pursued a man into the sanctity of the enclosure of Winefride’s church, is punished such that his ‘entire arm with its hand, putrefied from the noxious fluid that had gathered there, fell from the rest of the body after excessive, unbearable sufferings’.
 In neither of these cases do those opposing the saints die as occurs for others, notably Beuno, who cursed Caradog who then ‘fell to the ground and died’ and subsequently ‘the body of the dead youth melted and disappeared and many people affirmed that it had been swallowed up by the gaping earth’.
 
A common miracle between the two saints Lives is the healing of blindness and is particularly prominent for David. In fact his first few miracles are the healing of blindness: the water ‘healed the eyes of the man Mobí, who held him while he was being baptised’, and later his teacher Paulinus asks him to bless his sightless eyes and ‘as soon as he touched them – in a twinkling – his eyes were cured’. Similarly Winefride also heals blindness, but posthumously, when a workman brings his blind daughter to bathe her head in the spring’, giving the result that ‘awakening she declared she saw well’. Both saints also have a strong connection to water and wells, with springs appearing at sites of significance, most notably the spring that forms at the site of Winefride’s decapitation. This however could be regarded as a more general motif of Celtic saints, possibly stemming from the older traditions in which water was regarded as mystical and associated with the otherworld, ‘the spring of clear water, a symbol of life and purity was of great importance in the mind of the Celtic Christian’.
 The commonality is therefore possibly unsurprising and more broadly shared. There may be expected that the saints miracles would differ due to gender, however Winefride performs no domestic miracles, with healing ailments from epilepsy to fever more dominant, and there does not seem to be a signature miracle performed by Winefride. For David, it is arguably the mass of miracles he is recorded performing in the Life which sets him apart, including when he was preaching at the Synod at Llanddewi Brefi where ‘the earth under him swelled and was raised to a hill’ and who were all gathered were able to hear him.

Legacy and Cult

Both saints have enjoyed significant popularity from their deaths to the present day, and can be seen as complimentary regarding their cults, with Winefride’s centre in the north and David’s in the south. The first aspect to assess is the extent to which the Lives have contributed to the popularity of sites associated with the saint. The key sites associated with David are: St Non’s chapel, his birthplace; Henfynw, where he was educated; Llanddewi Brefi, the location of arguably his most significant miracle, and St Davids itself, where he is believed to have built his monastery. Many more sites have dedications to the saint, although their geographic range, puts into doubt that he personally travelled and performed miracles at all such sites. Furthermore, Bowen suggests that David’s position as the only canonised Welsh saint and patron saint may have prompted ‘extensive reculting’, and expansion of the number of sites associated with him.
 Today the key sites mentioned experience differing levels of popularity and footfall. Is this due to the account provided in Rhygyfarch’s Life? Although other factors no doubt contributed, it is probable it has been highly influential in setting the course for the cult of Saint David. As discussed previously, it is likely that a motivation of Rhygyfarch was to increase the prestige of St David’s in the circumstances of the threat posed by increasing Norman power. In doing so he places much greater emphasis upon St David’s than the Welsh Life which promotes instead Llanddewi Brefi. Today visitors to Llanddewi Brefi as pilgrims or site seers are few, yet St David’s is a major site for visitors and pilgrims alike. Davies argues ‘it is no exaggeration to say that Rhygyfarch’s Vita is responsible in no small measure for the popularity of the medieval cult of St David’.
If Rhygyfarch’s Vita was as popular as Davies suggests, the influence it has had upon the resultant significance of the site should not be underestimated. 
Whereas for David, the site of greatest importance is his monastery and the site of his miracles less so, for Winefride it is the opposite, with her monastery at Gwytherin no longer visited and now privately owned and functioning as an arts centre, but the site of her revival, Holywell, which is a popular place for visitors.
  Holywell is ‘claimed to be one of the seven wonders of the world’, but was not necessarily always as popular however, since it is not mentioned in Giraldus’ account of his travels through Wales.
 Although his unfamiliarity with North Wales may account for such an omission it is suggested ‘that Winefride the miracle working saint had at this time not gained the international reputation that she was later to enjoy’.
 Does this lack of initial popularity suggest that Prior Robert’s Vita did not increase Winefride’s popularity, or did it only encourage visitors to her relics in Shrewsbury? Gerald of Wales only did his tour of Wales in 1188 however, so it is not unreasonable to suggest that by this time Prior Robert’s Life had not been circulated, but did indeed prompt the later popularity.
 This popularity was significant, with multiple royal visits including Henry V who ‘walked the fifty miles from Shrewsbury to Holywell’, and James II who made a visit despite his precarious situation as a Catholic king in a strongly Protestant country. 
Furthermore, the shrine of Holywell succeeded in navigating the reformation, ‘even in the height of persecution, the summer pilgrimage drew hundreds or perhaps thousands of pilgrims’, and subsequently ‘became a destination for Catholics and Protestants alike’.
  The extent to which the Life has influenced the cult is unclear, the decline in interest in Gwytherin however could be attributed to the text since although miracles at the site are mentioned, the key feature of the text is the removal of Winefride’s bones due to a lack of veneration at Gwytherin. 
In conclusion, the Lives of the saints provide us with a vast amount of material not just regarding the recorded actions of the saints themselves and the roles they had in medieval Wales, but also an insight into the themes of sainthood and Celtic Christianity, and we can see how the Lives of David and Winefride both use and adapt these themes in different ways, through common miracles for example. Furthermore, the texts themselves, present in numerous manuscripts and in some cases differing dramatically from other Latin or Welsh Lives leave us with tantalising fragments that both confuse and help our study of this period and the individuals involved. Regardless of the facts of the Lives however, the way in which actions and events are described and presented provides us with a glimpse into the author’s motivations and circumstances. For these Lives due to the information available about their authorship we are able to compare and contrast the motivations of the justification of the removal of relics and the fight to save the independence of the Welsh Church, along with the ways in which the authors as individuals decided to weave the themes of these aims into their story and subtly convince the reader of the righteousness of their position. Finally, a particularly interesting aspect of studying the saint’s Lives is the assessment of the influence these texts had upon the cults and legacy of each of these saints, and to some extent for David, nationalism in Wales. 
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