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Assignment 2

TASK 2

Write ONE essay of 5,000 words on ONE of the following topics:

1 Analyse the Welsh cult of any saint who was ‘adopted’ by the Welsh in the Middle Ages (e.g. San Ffraid/Brigid, Ursula, Curig/Cyriacus, Mary Magdalene). What light do the extant sources shed on veneration to the saint? 

2. Analyse a range of motifs found in one version of the Life of any saint from the Celtic regions (e.g. Patrick, David, Brigid, Ursula, Cadog, Illtud, Winefride).

3. 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?

This essay intends to discuss the use of motifs in the hagiography of a saint from one of the Celtic regions. In order to do so, it was necessary to select a suitable saint, one for whom a textual Life existed with a sufficient amount of detail to allow such an analysis. Ireland is likely to be the first prospect when discussing Celtic regions, so an Irish saint would be very suitable. And to have a Life with enough detail, the saint in question was likely to be well known and important. Saint Brigid, or Saint Brigit as she is also known, is one of the earliest known Irish saints, and is one of the three national saints of Ireland, along with St Patrick and St Columba. All three of these saints were considered for this essay, but I felt that as the only female, Brigid’s Life might offer some interesting aspects not available with the others. This essay will be primarily using the version of Cogitosus’ Life of St Brigid, also known as the Vita II, as translated by Paul Freeman, as it is possible that this is the first or primary version of her Life. However, since there is some debate about the “chronological priority” (Connolly, 1989, p. 5), this essay will also be using the version of the Vita Prima Sanctae Brigitae, also known as the Vita I, as translated by Sean Connolly, as a source of comparison and contrast. 
While it is not known who wrote the Vita I, and therefore it is not possible to discuss the reasons the author had in writing it with any accuracy, Freeman states that “we know almost nothing about Cogitosus” (Freeman, 2014, p. 97); this may be accurate, but almost nothing is not completely nothing. Freeman states that he was “almost certainly a member of the monastic community” (Freeman, 2014, p. 97). This assertion may be supported by the fact that his Latin was of a standard that would indicate “a solid monastic education” (Freeman, 2014, p. 97), and his use, when discussing his reasons for writing the text, of the phrase “my brothers” (Freeman, 2014, pp. 99, 100), almost certainly referring to fellow clergymen. Cogitosus, in stating that the monastery established by Brigid at Kildare was “the head of almost all the churches of Ireland and the surpassing leader of all the Irish monasteries [and] its jurisdiction extends through the whole of Ireland” (Freeman, 2014, p. 100), may have been indicating his association with the monastery; Connolly also indirectly suggests this in stating that portions “come either from Cogitosus himself and are of Kildare provenance” (1989, p. 7). Finally, Freeman suggests that Cogitosus can be situated “in the mid-seventh century, more than a century after the reported death of Brigid” (2014, p. 97), while Connolly states he wrote “in the third quarter of the seventh century” (1989, p. 6). 
From this, some conclusions may be tentatively drawn. Given that Brigid supposedly “was born in the middle of the fifth century and died about seventy years later” (Freeman, 2014, p. 95), she would already have been a figure from history for Cogitosus, similar to how Marie Curie or Albert Einstein may appear to the modern reader. Even this may be too favourable a comparison, as the “written documents and memories” (Freeman, 2014, p. 99) he had to work with are likely to have been much fewer and less detailed than those available to the modern reader about Curie or Einstein. This may have allowed a certain amount of liberty in his writing, a re-reading of the noted facts to align with the sensibilities of his society. He was also almost certainly a member of the clergy, and likely a part of the monastery of St Brigid at Kildare. While he says that he was “compelled” (Freeman, 2014, p. 99) or “commanded” (Freeman, 2014, p. 99) to create this text, suggesting it was a task or duty that was imposed on him, there are also indications of other purposes. He states he hopes that “everyone will see the greatness and worth of the virgin abounding in glorious virtues” (Freeman, 2014, p. 99), a noble and worthwhile goal for any scholar and religious person. However, by spreading word of her sanctity and holiness, he was clearly attempting to increase either her status or reach within society, which would have indirectly had the effect of increasing the status of the monastery with which she was associated. In this way, his text could be seen as some form of subtle manipulation of the politics of his contemporary society, which is definitely something to keep in mind when reading.
While the possible political scheming by Cogitosus may have provided the impetus for the version of the text he wrote, it can be hoped that any liberties may have been taken with the text were minimal, and it is hoped that the inclusion of the Vita I for comparison and contrast may be of some use in this regard. Similarly, the analytic approach being used on the contents may also assist with this. The term motif as normally used has two main definitions, either “a design which is used as a decoration or as part of an artistic pattern” (Collins Dictonaries, 2024), or “a theme or idea that is frequently repeated throughout a piece of literature or music” (Collins Dictonaries, 2024). Of these, while both definitions share some similarities with the concept in question, neither is exactly the definition being used by the question this essay is intending to answer.

Ben-Amos states that “motif has become a distinctive concept in folklore” (2020, p. 110); while it may have been clearly understood by the individuals who first posited the concept, for the folklore discipline as a whole, the concept “remained vague and varied” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 110). The concept was introduced as part of the goal of the “discovery … of the original form (Ur-form) of each known folktale” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 111). Since each folktale was “too complex” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 111) or “too variable in its design” (Krohn, 1924, in (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 111) for its original form to be determined, another way had to be found. The concept of “minimal narrative-units” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 111) was put forward to this end, such units being described as “firmly outlined, [having] a well-delineated size, and are of a material content that can be characterized with a few words” (Krohn, 1924, in (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 111). Over time, various definitions were laid down regarding these minimal units, such as that “they have an absolute and general meaning [as] they are the morphemes of a universal visual language” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 118), or conversely, that they were “primarily a doctrine of cultural ethics” (Scherer, 1888, in (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 119). Obviously these two definitions appear to be contradictory, however, Panofsky distinguished between “the universal and cultural forms” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 132), with universal forms being those which are “recognized by all, cross-culturally” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 132) and cultural forms being “the particular gestures associated with specific figures in each culture, or a period” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 132). While this might resolve issues of the meanings of motifs, the ability to recognise when motifs are being employed still remains, and for this it appears repetition may be the key. A motif occurs where there is “deliberate, meaningful repetition … in different contexts of the same general tradition” (Ben-Amos, 2020, p. 130). This implies a level of intertextuality between all the uses of a particular motif, a relationship that carries meaning and connotations from one iteration and back again, reinforcing the particular core meaning of that motif. As such, in this essay, the term motif can be defined as an aspect of the text which carries meanings or connotations which are not immediately apparent, and only become known through their use in other texts. 
In reading through the Vita I text, it becomes immediately apparent that Cogitosus wants to demonstrate the many qualities that make Brigid so superior, and it appears each of the selected episodes has been chosen to highlight these. In each episode, Brigid is shown to embody many of the Christian virtues, and the miraculous events showcase that she is favoured by God. What also becomes apparent is that there are certain motifs which are repeated in variation throughout these episodes, and this essay will examine a number of these. 
Cogitosus starts as might be expected with her birth and family, where he states that she was born “of noble Christian parents” (Freeman, 2014, p. 101) whom he names as Dubthach and Broicsech. The Vita I however, while agreeing with the names of these individuals, declares that although her father was a nobleman, her mother was “of comely appearance, good-living and a good slave” (Connolly, 1989, p. 14). It can be seen already that either Cogitosus, or his sources, have elevated Brigid in status; the child of a slave is not likely to be as well regarded as a noble born child. 
Nobility and status make several other appearances in the text. In the episode titled The King and the Fox, the King has a beloved fox who provides entertainment for the court. The fox is subsequently killed by a man who is ignorant of the fox’s position at court, and the King is understandably incensed. His response is to condemn the man to death and his wife and children would be seized and sold into slavery (Freeman, 2014, pp. 112-113). This episode is also detailed in Vita I, with the same response (Connolly, 1989, p. 48). Next to appear is a nobleman in the episode titled The Lustful Layman and the Silver Brooch. In this episode, the eponymous layman is “of noble birth but deceitful” (Freeman, 2014, p. 117). Cogitosus states that he entrusted a silver brooch to a young woman with whom he desired to have sex. He then stole the brooch back and threw it in the river, so that the woman would become his slave. Cogitosus does not approve of this noble, using such terms as “wicked plan” (Freeman, 2014, p. 118) and “disgraceful desires” (Freeman, 2014, p. 118). The similar episode in Vita I has some differences; no nobility is mentioned for the layman, who is also described as “a dear friend” of Brigid’s, and the young woman is their maidservant who has stolen a silver lunula and thrown it into the river (Connolly, 1989, pp. 45-46).
In viewing these episodes, the differences between the two versions of the episodes in each of the texts causes certain aspects to become clearer. The details of Brigid’s birth family deviate in the two texts; Brigid in Vita I is the daughter of a noble and a bondslave, while Brigid in Cogitosus’ version is the daughter of a noble and his wife. This indicates that either the author of Vita I has reduced Brigid’s social status, or Cogitosus has elevated her social status; of the two alternatives, it seems the latter is more likely. It also fits more with his stated aim of showing her “glorious virtues” (Freeman, 2014, p. 99), and even with his possible ulterior motive of increasing her status, and thereby that of the monastery associated with her. In both cases, the authors have included this aspect of noble status within the family to demonstrate that Brigid would have been able to wield a certain amount of secular power even without any favour from God. 
This acknowledgement of the secular power that nobility wields is also visible in The King and the Fox, but is not seen in such a favourable light here. Firstly, the King and his nobles have a “tame and domesticated” (Connolly, 1989, p. 48) fox which had been taught tricks to amuse the court. The King has used the secular power he holds, that includes the power of life or death over his subjects, to tame a wild animal and make it perform for his amusement. This could be argued to be a frivolous use of this power, thereby indicating that the King is more interested in his own gratification than in the responsibilities that his position placed upon him. Secondly, the King was so incensed by the death of this animal that he “unjustly condemned” (Freeman, 2014, p. 113) the offender to death and would sell his family into slavery. Such actions appear somewhat excessive in response to what seems to be a relatively minor inconvenience. When Brigid produced the new fox, and the King was shown to be “overjoyed” (Freeman, 2014, p. 114), this also seems excessive, leading to a suggestion that the King both held secular power and was emotionally volatile, not a combination that shows nobility favourably. What can also be seen in this episode is that the King originally refuses Brigid’s requests, but in the end acquiesces to them when she produces the new fox that was provided by God. It could be argued that this shows secular power, in the form of the King, defers to, and is subordinate to, spiritual or religious power, as personified by Brigid. 
In the episode around the silver brooch or lunula, the two texts are very different. In Vita I, the layman in question was a friend of Brigid’s, and it is not mentioned in the text that he or his wife are nobles; they clearly have some sort of status however, as they have a maidservant. The layman is also clearly the injured party, as the maidservant is identified as the thief. In Cogitosus’ version, the young woman is no thief, but instead the injured party, and the layman is the antagonist. It is necessary here to ask of each, if the opposing version is the original, why has this version been changed. If Cogitosus’ version is the original, it could be argued that by altering the episode so the maidservant was the thief, it no longer risks offending the nobility, those with secular power, and therefore might be seen as safer for the author. However, given the portrayal of nobility in the previous episode, this seems contradictory. If the Vita I version is the original, it could be argued that Cogitosus has made a deliberate effort to portray the nobility, those with secular power, in a negative light. Given his possible position as a member of a relatively powerful monastery, it is likely that he had little to fear in the way of repercussions from those he might have offended, but the question still remains of why he might wish to do this. This portrayal does correspond with his portrayal of secular power in the previous episode. This positioning of secular power as being somehow wicked and to be reviled does imply that her spiritual or religious power is better and to be desired, which also fits with his posited aims of elevating Brigid’s status. 
Another motif which appears in several of the episodes is that of food, including its production, distribution or consumption. The modern reader may not immediately realise the importance of the food motif in these episodes; after all, food now is easily available and plentiful at all times via shops and supermarkets. But for the audience of these texts, for food to be consistently plentiful and easily available was not guaranteed; having enough food available to feed one’s household could be a struggle. Possibly a similar effect for modern readers might be achieved through the use of money or riches; an essential aspect of daily life which could affect the reader’s circumstances significantly. 

In Butter for the Poor and Needy, Brigid is expected to complete the same amount of work as other girls her age, and she does indeed do this. However, instead of keeping the butter she produced, she gave it away to the poor and homeless. However, instead of Brigid suffering negative consequences because of her actions, a miracle occurs and she can produce the amount of butter as required by her mother. In The Dog and the Bacon, Brigid gave pieces of the bacon intended for visitors to a stray dog only to find there was “plenty to eat as if none had been given away” (Freeman, 2014, p. 103), and in The Cow Milked Three Times in One Day, milk is obtained from the cow more times, and in greater quantities, than should be possible or “contrary to the natural order of things” (Freeman, 2014, p. 104) in order to provide the bishops who visited with sustenance. Similarly, in Water Turned into Beer, comparison is made with Jesus turning water to wine, when she converts water into beer for the use of some lepers. In The Calf and the Loom, Brigid is the one consuming the food this time, from the home of a poor woman; the woman slaughtered the calf she owned to make a meal, but “another calf of the same kind” (Freeman, 2014, p. 119) was present the following morning. 
Another viewing of these episodes with this in mind brings forth two more, somewhat secondary but related commonalities between them; firstly, in some cases, instead of the original food items being kept to provide for the person or household producing it, the food is given away to individuals more in need of it, and secondly, in many of the episodes, the food given away was destined to be used to provide for guests. This is significant in that, if having enough food to provide for oneself was a struggle, then having enough to provide for guests may have stretched a household’s resources. In The Cow Milked Three Times in One Day, although there is no mention of the food being given away, it is clearly stated that Brigid was not able to provide for her guests’ needs. In The Dog and the Bacon, Brigid has given away food instead of keeping it, and subsequently should not be able to provide that food for her guests. Similarly, the peasant woman from The Calf and the Loom has provided for her guest Brigid instead of keeping the calf and allowing Brigid to go without, thereby showing that her guest’s needs are more important than her own circumstances. The peasant woman was obviously poor, and by slaughtering the calf, she has clearly worsened her circumstances, while after giving the bacon to the dog, it was Brigid whose circumstances are worsened by her acts.

Brigid’s actions in giving these food items away when they are clearly required for the household or even for guests may have only been the actions of “a very thoughtful and kind young woman [who wished] to obey God rather than men” (Freeman, 2014, p. 101). The actions of the poor peasant in The Calf and The Loom are similarly those of a “faithful woman” (Freeman, 2014, p. 118). In both cases, the individual has succoured the needy at their own expense, in keeping with Christian values, and should normally have suffered for the same. One might consider that the act of the peasant woman was more selfless than that of Brigid as she had no expectation that the food items might be restored, as she was not a saint or held God’s favour. However, in both cases, the selfless acts are still rewarded, and the expense incurred by the giver is negated; the calf or bacon is restored, and the individual loses no face by being unable to provide for their guests as a result of their generosity. This may imply that God’s favour is available to all who act in accordance with Christian values, but this is somewhat negated by the fact that the calf was still restored because of the presence or intercession of Brigid. 
Nature, and Brigid’s control of it, is another motif which runs though many of the episodes in the text. The modern reader likely lives in a house with heating and plumbing, and may never have hunted, foraged or grown their own food, they may not be affected by changes in the weather unless the change was significant, such as floods or hurricanes. It is not likely the same can be said for those for whom the text was written. It is likely that the intended audience of this text lived a life which was much closer to, and more affected by, the actions of the natural world and simple changes to it, such as rain at inconvenient times. As such, they would have been acutely conscious of how it and changes to it could impact on their lives and fortunes. 
There are a number of episodes in the text which show animals acting against what would be normally expected. While some episodes detail domesticated animals acting in this way, it could be argued that some of those behaviours could be trained into them by their owners. Therefore, this essay will examine only instances of episodes featuring undomesticated creatures. 
In Taming a Wild Boar, the animal had fled into a herd of Brigid’s pigs, whereupon she “blessed him so that he became unafraid” (Freeman, 2014, p. 111). The boar was then content to remain with her domesticated pigs. Both texts detail the boar as originally being in a state of fear, and it is described as miraculous that the creature becomes content amongst a herd of swine after being blessed by Brigid. It is likely that the intended audience would have regarded wild boar with respect as they can be aggressive when provoked and are fully capable of killing a human being. This act of transforming a creature from a dangerous threat to a domesticated possession would have been a wonder, and any person capable of performing such an act would have to be regarded with respect.
This same kind of domestication, albeit in a temporary manner, similarly occurred in The Wild Ducks. It is likely that the intended audience would have been familiar with the actions of both wild and domesticated ducks, and seeing that the wild ducks “came at the sound of her voice” (Freeman, 2014, p. 114) and allowed themselves to be embraced without fear, as though they were ducks on a farmstead, would be remarkable. 

In Wolves as Swineherds, a herd of pigs was being gifted to Brigid. She was sending men to retrieve the creatures and drive them from their current position “far away” (Freeman, 2014, p. 112) to her own place, but in the end this was not necessary. As they set off, they saw the herd of pigs coming towards them, being “driven by wild wolves” (Freeman, 2014, p. 112), who left the pigs unharmed. If boar were regarded with respect by the intended audience, then the contents of children’s cautionary tales, such as Peter and the Wolf, Little Red Riding Hood, the Three Little Pigs, give evidence of how wolves were regarded with respect and fear. Being able to banish such creatures would possibly have been regarded as remarkable; how much more miraculous would it be to have enough control to make them into domesticated creatures who were “laboring as faithful swineherds” (Freeman, 2014, p. 112). 
The new fox in The King and the Fox who performed tricks without any training is of course an extreme example of an animal acting in a way not normal for them. The original fox was owned by the King, and had clearly been trained to perform many tricks to amuse the King and his court. This indicates several things; that the fox is physically capable of performing these tricks, and that it was capable of being trained to do so. It also implies that this was a peculiarity of nobility, so perhaps it was very time-intensive or costly to train such a creature. Since it was known that the fox was physically capable of these acts, the fact that the new fox was able to perform them also was not the miracle. However, knowing that the original fox had to be trained, possibly at great cost in either time or money or both, and the new fox had received no training would have been wondrous, and shown that Brigid was capable of commanding wild creatures in ways which were impossible for most people, and costly even for the ones with most secular power. 
So far, this essay has only discussed Brigid’s control of nature as it pertains to wild animals, and while this could be called remarkable or extraordinary, a reader might have the understanding that these acts could be replicated by other individuals with time and effort. The authors of these texts have countered that by including episodes where Brigid is responsible for non-sentient natural phenomena acting in ways not consistent with natural law as it is understood. 
In Harvesting in the Rain, it was time for the crops to be harvested, but the weather was “thick with clouds and threatened rain” (Freeman, 2014, p. 103). Cogitosus sets the scene, stating that the “glens and gullies of the land overflowed with water” (Freeman, 2014, p. 103), and the intended audience would have recognised how serious a matter this was. Even now, it is not advisable to harvest grain while it is raining; at the time this text was written, being unable to harvest the grain could be the difference between survival and starvation for the individuals concerned, and so was of high importance. Stating that it was only “Brigid’s fields remained dry with no hindrance or damage” (Freeman, 2014, p. 103) clearly showed that Brigid held the power to divert the weather away from areas she wished to protect. 
This was not merely some form of abjuration or diversion either. In The Cattle Thieves, when the thieves stole Brigid’s cattle and tried to return the way they came, the “river rose like a towering wall … [and] dragged them away” (Freeman, 2014, p. 110). In this case, Brigid caused nature itself to rise up to protect her interests and punish the criminals. The river in The River and the Road also moved in a way not consistent with the normal behaviour of rivers. As part of an edict laid down by the King, every tribe was assigned an area of road to build, but Brigid’s tribe were forced by another, more powerful tribe to build over the river instead of them. In order to protect her interests, overnight the river “moved from its ancient course” (Freeman, 2014, p. 122) and the other tribe still had to build over the river. These episodes show that even some elements of nature were willing and able to act to protect the interests of Brigid, a terrifying display of power.
There is one final episode which can be used to demonstrate the amount of power Brigid has over the natural world. In Hanging a Cloak on a Sunbeam, Brigid has entered her home to remove her wet clothes. In the darkness, she has mistaken a sunbeam for a wooden peg or rope, and hung her clothes there, and due to her power over the natural world, the sunbeam has acted as she believed it to be. The clothes remained in place, hung on nothing but light. This is all that is included in Cogitosus’ text, but the Vita I also states that the beam “lasted after sunset until midnight” (Connolly, 1989, p. 41), a further elaboration of this episode. It can be seen that her power extends from animals, through aspects of the physical environment, to include intangible aspects such as light. 

From this examination of the Cogitosus text, and with some comparison with the Vita I text, one can see that there are many motifs used by the authors to demonstrate importance and impart meaning to their audience in a more subtle and nuanced manner. Many of these motifs have not been examined within this essay due to the limited capacity, and only three main areas could be covered. The first of these areas was the motif of nobility and its associated status and power. It seems likely that Cogitosus was ambivalent about the secular power and status held by nobles. On the one hand, he wished to show that Brigid held this power originally, so clearly he acknowledged that the power was real; similarly, since she wielded it, it could not be wholly sinful. However, on the other hand, he was aiming to elevate Brigid, and therefore this kind of power had to be shown to be base and subordinate to spiritual and religious power, which he did by denigrating the users of this secular power. The second motif this essay examined was that of food, and tangentially the aspect of hospitality. Cogitosus clearly used this quite natural preoccupation with food to draw the attention of his intended audience. He could thereby reinforce his claim of her virtue, demonstrating charity, generosity and hospitality, all while also subtly reinforcing that she wielded spiritual and religious power, and therefore held a superior position. Finally, the motif of nature again would have attracted the attention of his intended audience as again it wielded a significant influence on their lives. While the audience would have understood that God created the natural world and laid down the laws by which it operated, power over the natural world may have also come from sources other than the divine. Cogitosus is at some pains to demonstrate that she has such an abundance of power, that so much of the natural world is willing to obey her, that this can only be divine in nature. In this way, Cogitosus has used the various motifs to not only spread the word of Brigid’s miracles, but also to use them to enhance her status, reinforce her virtuousness, and demonstrate her divine favour, and by doing so, achieve his ultimate aim of enhancing the status of the monastery of which he is part.
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