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A Morbid Taste for Bones (hereinafter Bones) is a fictional novel based on the translation of Saint Winifred's bones from Gwytherin, Wales to Saints Peter and Paul Abbey in Shrewsbury, England by Prior Robert in the twelfth century.  The book is based on the Latin, twelfth century Vita et translatio S. Wenefredae (hereinafter Vita) written by Prior Robert, a hagiography which includes a contemporary narrative description of the translation of the relics. Bones’ author Edith Pargeter, writing in English under the pseudonym Ellis Peters, sets her account of the translation in the context of a murder mystery told in a third person narrative. In contrast to Prior Robert’s account, which focuses on the spiritual nature of the endeavor and its righteousness, Edith Pargeter’s story uses characters and situations to spotlight the people affected by the quest for relics and their response to it.

Prior Robert’s account of the translation in Vita is written in the third person. It recounts how the brothers in the Shrewsbury Abbey found and acquired Saint Winifred’s bones for their cathedral. According to Prior Robert, the monks complained they lacked relics of a saint but bodies of many saints were in Wales lying unclaimed by religious houses. The monks ‘strove in every way to investigate how they might be able to have one of them.’[footnoteRef:1] Meanwhile, Saint Winifred appeared in the dream of sub-prior at the Benedictine order in Chester, urging him to go on pilgrimage to her holy well to heal a sick monk in Shrewsbury. The sub-prior and a monk celebrated mass at Saint Winifred’s church at Holywell, Wales and the Shrewsbury brother was healed. The two monks then tracked down Saint Winifred’s burial site in Gwytherin, Wales, and the local bishop of Bangor, Wales gave the Shrewsbury Benedictines permission to claim Saint Winifred’s bones as relics. Prior Robert traveled to her burial site in a party of seven, including one unnamed Welsh monk.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Hugh Feiss and Ronald E. Pepin, Two Medieval Lives of the Saint Winefride, (Toronto: Peregrina Publishing, 2000) p. 77.]  [2:  Feiss and Pepin, Two Medieval Lives, pp 77-82.] 


The search for and obtainment of relics was an obsession for religious houses and churches in the twelfth century. Relics attracted religious pilgrims, who brought money and prestige to not only the religious foundations, but also to the secular business that supported the places where pilgrims stopped.[footnoteRef:3] In the eleventh century, pilgrimages, which were once only performed by aristocrats and clergy started including people from all walks of life, increasing the market and the opportunities to prosper by attracting pilgrims. [footnoteRef:4] In this atmosphere, the Benedictine’s in Shrewsbury Abbey were anxious to obtain relics of their own by any means available and Prior Robert unapologetically states they actively looked to take them from Wales. His Vita justifies Saint Winifred’s removal from Wales due to their neglect by the local population, and even recounts that the local prince stated his own people did not show her the respect she was owed. According to Prior Robert, the prince supported the bones removal to England and sent an emissary to Gwytherin to share his approval with the local population. When one man vigorously resisted the removal of the relics, and likened it to robbery, Prior Robert characterized him as wicked and then stated that the man was bribed and stopped resisting. [footnoteRef:5]  Though a first-person account of the events connected to the translation, the Vita is not written objectively. Prior Robert tells the tale from the perspective of the Church and the religious house that absconded with the bones and spins the story to put the religious institutions and the translation into the best light. Despite the obvious favor towards the translation of the relics, the material in the Vita is an important insight into the medieval beliefs and traditions.[footnoteRef:6] It documents the importance of relics to the Church in the twelfth century and the means the Church would go to obtain them.  [3:  Charles Freeman, Holy Bones, Holy Dust: How Relics Shaped the History of Medieval Europe, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011) p. 108.]  [4:  Charles Freeman, Holy Bones, pp. 94-95.]  [5:  Feiss and Pepin, Two Medieval Lives, pp. 81-86.]  [6:  Jane Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008) p. 69.] 


Edith Pargeter’s novel introduces the perspective of the contemporary Welsh. The central character in Bones is a fictional, Welsh born monk named Brother Cadfael. At the start of chapter two, he is described as guileless eyed and self-sufficient, while Prior Robert is characterized as frosty faced and suspicious.[footnoteRef:7] These descriptions establish the characters positions in the story with Brother Cadfael serving as the appealing protagonist and Prior Robert, while not the antagonist of the tale, a sharp contrast to Cadfael. Pargeter uses contrasts in their physical appearance to highlight their differences as well. Prior Robert is described as tall, graceful, with aristocratic feature, while Brother Cadfael has a gnarled thickset appearance with a rolling gate. Although Prior Robert has a mixed English and Welsh heritage, Edith Pargeter uses the ambitious prior to represent the English church and government, the established rulers in the land.  Her protagonist, with his modest Welsh background, everyman appearance and contentment as healer in the Benedictine order in Shrewsbury, represents the Welsh and the working class.[footnoteRef:8]   [7:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste for Bones, (New York: MysteriousPress.com, 1977) p.33.]  [8:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, pp 8-33.] 


[bookmark: _Int_EyzFQPd5]Edith Pargeter was an English woman of Welsh ancestry, born into a working-class family near Shrewsbury in Shropshire. Her interest in her Welsh heritage is apparent in the publication of her four volume fictional series titled The Brothers of Gwynedd from 1975-1977. Undoubtably, she was influenced by rise of nationalism in Wales that increased following the drowning of the town of Tryweryn in 1965.[footnoteRef:9]  That event epitomized the British government’s unwillingness to listen to the voices of Welsh protest and its non-support of Welsh leaders. The farming families of Tryweryn were ignored and cast aside for the financial benefit of an English city. As a young woman, Edith Pargeter stated in an interview, ‘I was born among the poor, therefore I and my efforts belong to them. My voice, if it can, to speak for them.’[footnoteRef:10] In Bones, published in 1977, Edith Pargeter shares the fictional, but possible and even probable, voices of the people in Gwytherin and through the character of Brother Cadfael those voices are heard.  Although Edith Pargeter’s account contains similar events to Prior Robert’s, her descriptive words produce images of the countryside of Wales and Welsh characters that tell the story from an additional perspective. It relates dismay at the request to remove the bones of their saint and that dismay is heard and felt by Brother Cadfael and the reader. [9:  Darren Devine, ‘Tryweryn 50 years on: What happened, why and what is the legacy?’ Wales Online, 21 October 2015 < http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/wales-news/tryweryn-fifty-years-on-what-10300573> [Accessed: 14 March 2025].
]  [10:  Toby Neal ‘Great Lives-Ellis Peters’, The Shropshire Star, 27 December 2021 <https://www.shropshirestar.com/news/features/2021/12/27/great-lives--ellis-peters/ > [Accessed 13 March 2025].] 


In Bones, Brother Cadfael is part of Prior Robert’s party sent to Gwytherin.  Edith Pargeter richly describes the rolling countryside of Wales, rooting the journey in the natural world. Upon entering the valley surrounding Gwytherin, Brother Cadfael observes a man working with a pair of oxen, goading them to plow a field by gently using words and gestures. The scene represents a way to successfully work with the Welsh, through persuasion. A fellow monk remarks that the animal’s labor is done through free will. Free will is a theme throughout the chapter and the novel.   It is evidenced later in chapter two when Prior Robert meets with the town priest, Huw. Father Huw, a very affable character, listens to their request for the bones and the approval of the bishop and the prince as relayed by an emissary. But Father Huw insists Prior Robert put his request before the towns people, as they must have a voice and be free to decide. [footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, pp. 35-43.] 


The Welsh priest also brings the will of Saint Winifred into question when he states he does not presume to know what her will may be in the matter of her bones. Huw then eloquently goes on to state:
But...This blessed virgin lived out her miraculously restored life in this place, and no other. Here she died for a second time, and here is buried, and even if my people have neglected her, being human and faulty, yet they always knew that she was here among them, and at a pinch they could rely on her, and for a Welsh saint I think that counts for much.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, p. 41.] 

Father Huw’s statement espousing free will and nationalism is a believable response to Prior Robert’s demand in the twelfth century, but also reflects the culture of Wales in the mid 1970’s.

Prior Robert entered Gwytherin sure of his success but is unexpectedly challenged. The power shifted to the people of Gwytherin. Here we see another theme of the novel, the clash between the divine and the natural world. Prior Robert sees his quest as the will of God, and therefore the will of the people is not a consideration nor is respect to the Welsh tradition and culture. He believes the needs and wants of the divine and those who serve God trumps the needs and wants of secular people. Prior Robert and two monks respond to Father Huw by withdrawing to the church to pray, but their thoughts default to manipulation and strong arming the people to get their way, rather than good faith negotiation.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, p.43.] 


The natural world is seen through Father Huw, Brother Cadfael and other characters who display situational awareness of the wants and needs of others and a willingness to respond with kindness and favor. The spiritual world is intangible, but the natural world is a physical one and requires action.  Hospitality, the welcoming show of kindness and care of physical needs, is demonstrated in the chapter when Prior Robert’s party first encounter Father Huw. Father Huw instantly greets the group and has members of the town take care of their horses, assemble food and drink and takes them to a place for rest.  He gives up his house to Prior Robert and selflessly moves himself to sleep in the stable. [footnoteRef:14] Edith Pargeter herself spoke of the importance of good deeds in an interview when she was 23. ’It isn’t any abstract or effortless love of humanity that's going to work miracles, it’s a good turn, the words spoken in defense, the smile.’[footnoteRef:15] For the author, the interactions between people clearly have more impact than any amount of prayer can achieve. The actions and deeds can be for the betterment of people and can create joy in ways that communion with the divine cannot. [14:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, pp. 38-44.]  [15:  Toby Neal, Great Lives, 2021. ] 


As a character, Brother Cadfael lives in both the religious and secular world. His backstory reveals he served in the Crusades and lived in the Middle East for years before joining the Benedictine order in middle age. His primary role within the order is healer, and his duties include attending the sick who reside outside the abbey in Shrewsbury. In Bones, his character is able to relate and connect to people more easily than his religious brothers. This connection is greatly enhanced by his ability to speak Welsh. As in the Vita, where Prior Robert states his Welsh brother served as an interpreter in Gwytherin, Brother Cadfael serves as an interpreter in Bones.  The importance of his ability to converse in the native language cannot be overstated. When Father Huw learned that Brother Cadfael was a native Welsh speaker, his ‘look of harassed apprehension was immediately eased.’[footnoteRef:16] Speaking the Welsh language expresses Brother Cadfael‘s own identity.   When hearing Father Huw’s defiant statement regarding St Winifred’s will for her bones: [16:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, p. 38.] 

Brother Cadfael, stirred to an atavistic fervour of Welshness by this homely eloquence, snatched the initiative...and translated with the large declamation of the bards.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, p.42.] 

Brother Cadfael translates the exchange between Father Huw and Prior Robert for the benefit of the Welsh people of Gwytherin, not at the request or for the benefit of his brethren.

Later in the chapter, Brother Cadfael meets a young woman who speaks to him in English.  Upon realizing he is the monk who speaks her native Welsh language, she is delighted but also uneasy. The source of her unease is her secret relationship with an English farm hand.[footnoteRef:18] This unacceptable relationship with a man from outside of Wales highlights the divide between the people of the two nations, which is manifested in the fact that they speak two different languages.  [18:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, pp.49-50.] 


The revival of the Welsh language became a cultural priority in the early 20th century. Keeping the country speaking Welsh was the priority of Plaid Cymru upon its founding in 1925.[footnoteRef:19] Saunders Lewis and two compatriots put that priority into action in 1936 when they bombed a building designated for the RAF in Pwllheli, fearing the British military would bring English into the culturally Welsh part of Wales and threaten the language further. [footnoteRef:20] By the 1970, the Welsh language movement mobilized to expand Welsh medium education and secure a Welsh medium television station.[footnoteRef:21] Edith Pargeter would certainly be aware of the push for expanded Welsh speaking, its close identity with Welsh nationalism and Welsh identity. Although the Welsh accepted their tie to Britain during the 1970’s, they still wished to remain distinct and the language was a primary source of that distinction. In Bones, Cadfael’s use of his native tongue is a source of pride, reflecting the culture of the time. [19:  Alan Butt Philip, The Welsh Question: Nationalism in Welsh Politics 1945-1970, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1975) pp 13-15.]  [20:  James Griffith, ’Why the revival of Welsh became a model for minority language across the globe’, Nation.Cymru, 26 November 2021 < https://nation.cymru/opinion/why-the-revival-of-welsh-became-a-model-for-minority-languages-across-the-globe/> [Accessed: 15 March 2025].]  [21:  Colin H. Williams, ’The Lightening Veil: Language Revitalization in Wales’, Review of Research in Education, 38 (2017) pp.242-272.] 


[bookmark: _Int_fArqp3bz]As Brother Cadfael continues to speak with the Welsh girl, who we learn is named Sioned later in the novel, she asks him why his group wants to take St. Winifred away from Gwytherin after she’d laid there for so long without anyone taking any notice. She stated plainly, ‘It doesn’t seem neighbourly or honest to me.’[footnoteRef:22] As the conscience of story, Brother Cadfael confides to her that he questions the rightness of the action himself. Through Brother Cadfael, who represents both the native Welsh and the clergy, we see the translation for what it is; the stealing of a valuable Welsh treasure. [22:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, p. 49.] 


Prior Robert’s twelfth century Vita was written soon following the translation of St. Winifred’s relics from Gwytherin Wales to Shrewsbury, England, but its intention to sell the rightness of the action puts in question the historical accuracy of the account. However, as eyewitness observations of single events often differ significantly, Prior Robert’s bias does not discount the value of his first-hand witness to the event. Edith Pargeter’s novelization of the translation eight centuries later skillfully uses the Vita’s account to develop a Welsh centric alternative narrative that reflects the rising nationalistic feelings of the twentieth century. The contemporary Welsh perspective could plausibly be accurate in A Morbid Taste for Bones.  More importantly the novel accurately reflects the feelings of pride the people of Wales felt about themselves, their language, their culture and their land when Edith Pargeter composed the work.

[bookmark: _Int_YmmkHR5f]As the story progresses, Brother Cadfael, Sioned and her English paramour trick Prior Robert and the rest of his party, reburying Saint Winifred’s bones in her Gwytherin grave and substituting a different body in her reliquary. The Benedictines leave Gwytherin believing they carry the bones of the saint, while the townspeople maintain silence with  the knowledge that they kept their treasure in Wales.  Two years later, a visitor from Gwytherin comes to Shrewsbury Abbey to share the news that miracles abound at Saint Winifred’s gravesite, to the chagrin of Prior Robert who is still oblivious to the deception that occurred with her relics. The story concludes with Brother Cadfael reflecting that the journey to Gwytherin ended as it should, with Saint Winifred remaining in Wales where she belonged.[footnoteRef:23]  In A Morbid Taste for Bones, the twelfth century Welsh kept their saint, their pride and the English were none the wiser in an ending appropriate for a twentieth century author and audience. [23:  Ellis Peters, A Morbid Taste, pp. 229-255.] 
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