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History and Historians

1. Book review: Jane Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2022; first publ. 2008), Perlego eBook.

Jane Cartwright’s book Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales looks at the lives of female Welsh saints and the women who worshipped them. She discusses the significance of holy wells, shrines, images and cultural poetry between the fifth and the mid-sixteenth century. As Cartwright states in her introduction, this is a subject that has 'been neglected in the past by scholars of the medieval disciplines’ (p. 8). Therefore, the originality of this book is commendable, although, as she acknowledges, ‘earlier versions of the chapters on female saints and Welsh nuns have appeared as separate studies elsewhere’ (p. 23), such as ‘Dead Virgins: Feminine Sanctity in Medieval Wales’,[footnoteRef:1] which Chapter 2 echoes.  [1:  Jane Cartwright, ‘Dead Virgins: Feminine Sanctity in Medieval Wales’, Medium Ævum, 71.1 (2002), 1–28.] 


Cartwright notes how popular the interest in women’s history and religion outside of Wales has become, especially regarding ‘extremely valuable publications’ (p. 21), in exploring the religious experiences of women across medieval Europe. However, Cartwright's book addresses this neglect in female sanctity in Wales, connecting lay piety with Europe's wider practices of female religious devotion. Nevertheless, the evidence reveals more about devotional traditions than about the everyday religious experiences of ordinary women. 

Cartwright makes use of a wide range of historical evidence. In her study, the examination of hagiography (texts about the lives of saints) and Welsh poetry offers testimony to how saints were remembered, praised, and rooted in Welsh cultural and religious traditions. In this testimony, she combines native Welsh saints with ‘internationally popular’ Christian saints: for example, the Virgin Mary, Katherine of Alexandria, and Mary Magdalene (p. 94). It is apparent in her book that the explicit use of hagiography supports her findings; her use of Welsh sources is an analytic strength. It allows Welsh evidence to be compared with evidence from other regions, rather than relying on English- or Latin-focused discourse. However, the lives of saints were not written to primarily record facts but to praise and inspire devotion, and so hagiographical evidence is not always reliable, which is something Cartwright does not fully address. 

Cartwright argues that local shrines, holy wells, and images helped ordinary women express and experience their faith outside monastic institutions (p. 85), challenging the view that medieval women's piety centred on nunneries and widening what is considered a ‘religious experience’. However, holy wells and shrines cannot show how these women thought or felt; they are more situated with devotional practice than personal belief. A shrine or a well records people visiting or praying, not specifically what those acts meant to them subjectively. Traces are anonymous, and evidence of these sites largely survives in clerical and poetic descriptions rather than in documented accounts by the worshippers themselves. This reveals more about interpreted popular devotion than the subjective experiences of ordinary women.

Cartwright's style is comprehensive: by collecting and translating Welsh materials, she breaks down the language barrier to a topic that has remained inaccessible to non-Welsh-speaking academics and to those interested in female sanctity in general. As a non-Welsh speaker, however, I found it difficult to understand and interpret the depth of the material. Cartwright could also have included a glossary of key Welsh terms with their translations. The chapters could have had background introductions added before each one or even a simple summary at the end of each.

The book is highly organized and structured thematically, which is not a limitation as such, but a conclusion tying the themes of virginity, maternity, and religious versus lay piety across all the chapters would have been helpful. 

The evidence throughout the book is well supported. It emphasises how women followed formal structures of devotion through sacred texts, recognised saints and poets, and centred around shrines, holy wells, and imagery, often aiming for salvation. However, the subjective everyday religious experiences of ordinary women, such as prayer woven into daily chores, home-life worship and the focus on emotional comfort, were missed, or perhaps there was no evidence to draw on. Either way, it is not clear to the reader why this was not included. 

Cartwright leans on various sources: poetry, written texts, church dedications and visual representations. Some of the images included felt less of a priority: the maps were basic and uninviting. The map of Wales shows places named in the book as simple dots. Cartwright could have enhanced the map by adding which saint belongs to which place, or whether it was a shrine, well, or a church dedication. She could also have added family trees or a timeline of the founding of Welsh convents. There is an element of survival bias in the medieval sources, which limits the ability to draw conclusions from the images shown. 

I accessed the book online via Perlego, a digital library. The text was clear and easy to read, although I found a limitation with the images. For example, Plate 4, ‘The Annunciation with lily crucifixion’ (p. 325), lacked clarity due to low resolution and was slightly blurry. This is disappointing, especially due to its significance in Chapter 1. Cartwright, following Duggan,[footnoteRef:2] notes its origin from the late fourteenth-century Llanbeblig Hours as possibly containing the 'earliest example of a lily crucifixion in a medieval manuscript' (p. 39). Using a digital copy of the book may have affected the quality of these images; perhaps a physical copy would have provided clearer ones.  [2:  E. J. M. Duggan, ‘Notes concerning the “Lily Crucifixion” in the Llanbeblig Hours’, Journal of the National Library of Wales, 27 (1991), 39–48, cited in Cartwright, p. 39.] 


Despite the lack of evidence on the subjective experiences of ordinary women, Cartwright succeeds in promoting Welsh religious writing and presenting it in English, thereby attracting a larger audience. Her collection shows that Wales should be considered not only through a Celtic context but also through a wider European framework. She purposefully puts feminine sanctity on the scholarly map, allowing future research to focus on separating institutional devotion from personal belief by analyzing how women interacted with holy wells and shrines.



1000 Words
