Task 1 Critical Appreciation 2025-26
Write a critical appreciation of any saint’s Life associated with one of the Celtic regions.  In your answer you should consider issues such as the text’s authorship, its purpose, transmission, key themes, literary and historical context. (2,500 words)

Every year on the Sunday following St Piran’s Day (5 March), a procession crosses the sands of the north-east Cornish coast to the oratory at Perranzabuloe. This pilgrimage was revived during the growth of the Cornish nationalist movement in the late nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:1] It echoes a medieval procession of the saint’s relics, recorded after a visitation by the dean and chapter of Exeter in 1331.[footnoteRef:2] As the patron saint of Cornwall, St Piran holds a central place in Cornish identity, though the historical foundations of his cult remain uncertain.  No contemporary or early medieval Life survives, and the extant Vita Sancti Pirani (hereafter the Life) appears to derive from the Life of the Irish Saint Ciaràn of Saighir.[footnoteRef:3]  This essay will examine the abridged Life of St Piran, compiled by John of Tynemouth and originally published in Nova Legenda Anglie.[footnoteRef:4] It will consider the text’s authorship, its dependence on earlier Irish hagiography, the purpose of its compilation as well as its place within the wider literary and ecclesiastical context of later medieval England when it was compiled. [1:  Jesse Harasta, ‘“Arise St Piran”: The Cult of the Saints and the Redefining of Cornwall’, Cornish Studies, 17.1 (2009), pp. 187–203, doi:10.1386/corn.17.1.187_1.]  [2:  Nicholas Orme, The Saints of Cornwall (Oxford University Press, 2000). pp.220-223]  [3:  Charles Plummer, Bethada Náem nÉrenn : Lives of Irish Saints (1922), II, pp. 99–120 <http://archive.org/details/BethadaNaemNErennV2> [accessed 12 March 2026]. Lives I and II for St Ciaràn of Saighir are both included in this collection.]  [4:  Carl Horstmann and others, with University of California, Nova Legenda Anglie: As Collected by John of Tynemouth, John Capgrave, and Others, and First Printed, with New Lives (Oxford, Clarendon press, 1901) <http://archive.org/details/novalegendaangl00wordgoog> [accessed 8 March 2026]. This was first published in London by Wynkyn de Worde in 1516 based on the work of John of Tynemouth in the Sanctilogium Angliae, Walliae, Scotiae et Hiberniae compiled in the fourteenth century.] 

The oldest known manuscript containing the Life of St Piran is the Gotha Memb I 81 which was rediscovered in 1937 in the ‘Forschungsbibliothek’ of the former ducal palace at Erfurt, Germany.[footnoteRef:5] This was compiled in the mid to late fourteenth century and recent research by Eleanor Smith has concluded that this took place in the library at Exeter Cathedral.[footnoteRef:6] It was from these Exeter sources that John of Tynemouth, a chronicler possibly from St Albans, likely gathered the material for his Sanctilogium Angliae Walliae Scotiae et Hiberniae, later adapted into the printed Nova Legenda Anglie.[footnoteRef:7] Tynemouth sought to create a comprehensive national legendary by visiting the libraries of ecclesiastical institutions across the country and he included the Life of St Piran to ensure that the distinct traditions of Cornwall were represented within his work. Before its rediscovery, Gilbert Doble linked the Life in Nova Legenda Anglie to Exeter Cathedral, arguing that its author knew Perranzabuloe. Doble compares this version with the Latin Life of St Ciaràn as it was the Latin and not the Irish version that Tynemouth worked from.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  ‘Vitae Sanctorum Memb. I 81, fol. 113r-118v’, Gotha Research Library, n.d. <https://dhb.thulb.uni-jena.de/receive/ufb_cbu_00048805> [accessed 8 March 2026].]  [6:  Eleanor Smith, ‘Investigating the Provenance, Organisation and Themes of Erfurt, Forschungsbibliothek Gotha, I. 81’ (2025), doi:10.17863/CAM.117753.]  [7:  Horstmann and others, Nova Legenda Anglie, pp. 320–28. Tynemouth’s Sanctilogium Angliae Walliae Scotiae et Hiberniae survives as a single manuscript now in the British Library BL Cotton MS Tiberius E I/2.]  [8:  Roger Pearse, St Piran Vita 2022 V 1 (n.d.) <http://archive.org/details/st-piran-vita-2022-v-1> [accessed 8 March 2026]. A more recent translation of this version has been produced in 2022 by Roger Pearse.] 

One of the oldest written references to the original site is to the canons of Lanpiran in Domesday. It uses the Cornish form of the name to indicate a religious institution or minster in existence prior to the Norman Conquest.[footnoteRef:9] Following an excavation by the Cornish Archaeological Unit in 2014, the remains of the oratory have more recently been dated as Norman in their 2025 report and are probably from the twelfth century rather than the seventh or eighth as was originally thought. However, an earlier wooden structure would have probably existed on the site and human remains discovered in the burial ground there have been carbon dated to the eighth or ninth century, indicating an established cult lacking formal legitimisation through a written Life. [9:  ‘Perran | Domesday Book’, n.d. <https://opendomesday.org/place/SW7656/perran/> [accessed 14 March 2026]. ‘Canonici S’ Pierani’] 

The church at Lanpiran, the oratory located in the sand dunes, as well as the later church built slightly inland in the twelfth century, were gifted by Henry I to Exeter Cathedral. Doble states that, “[…] probability points to the cathedral library at Exeter as the place where John of Tynemouth found the Life of S. Piran, and to some learned canon of Exeter as its author.”[footnoteRef:10] This association is important when considering why the Life of the Irish saint, Ciaràn, was chosen as the template for St Piran.  Exeter had a church dedicated to Saint Kerrian, dating to the late twelfth century, which was associated with the Cornish tin miners who came to sell their tin there.[footnoteRef:11] This Kerrian was, according to Doble, the ‘Keran’ in Bishop John de Grandisson’s Ordinale from 1337, marked against the date 5 March. This is the date that St Ciaràn of Saighir was celebrated so Piran/Kerrian/Ciaràn was already being identified as the Irish saint.   [10:  Gilbert H. Doble, Saint Perran, Saint Keverne and Saint Kerrian, Cornish Saints Series (The ‘King’s Stone’ Press; Quimper, Brittany, 1931), No. 29 <https://bibliotheque.diocese-quimper.fr/files/original/5e3972e392785761e5659010500b627e.pdf>.p.5]  [11:  Beatrix Cresswell, Exeter Churches; Notes on the History, Fabrics and Features of Interest in the Churches of the Deanery of Christianity Devon (James G. Commin, 1908) <https://archive.org/details/exeterchurchesno00cresiala/page/n5/mode/2up> [accessed 14 March 2026]. Cresswell indicates this is why Exeter became known for the ‘white metal’: Exestria clara metallis.] 

Since the parish and manor of Perranzabuloe were under Exeter’s jurisdiction, Bishop Grandisson had a vested interest in formalising a Life for the existing cult. Doing so reinforced diocesan authority over Cornwall whilst legitimising the physical relics, specifically St Piran’s arm which was held at an altar in Exeter Cathedral.  As Nicholas Orme notes, locating saints in Ireland added “enchantment” and prestige, aiding the legitimisation of relics and promoting pilgrimage.[footnoteRef:12] If the Exeter library held a copy of the Life of Ciarán of Saighir, it provided a ready-made template for "hagiographical transfer." Even if the well-known millstone crossing was a later oral folk tradition, analogous to St Ia’s arrival on a leaf and notably absent from the written Life, its existence suggests a pre-existing Irish association. As Richard Sharpe wryly observes, ascribing an Irish birthright to obscure saints became a standard hagiographical trope, effectively situating St Piran within an existing prestigious and ancient tradition.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Orme, The Saints of Cornwall.p.18]  [13:  ‘The Lives of the Saints: Cornwall and Devon’, in Nicholas Roscarrock’s ‘Lives of the Saints’: Cornwall and Devon, ed. by Nicholas Orme (Boydell & Brewer, 1992), pp. 105–08, doi:10.2307/j.ctv2j04t8h.6.p.29] 

Although there is a strong argument that St Piran and St Ciaràn are the same figure, due to the similarity of the name and with the linguistic convention that the initial P in Brythonic dialects is replaced by a C or K in Goidelic, Doble supports Loth’s theory that versions of Piran with an added dipthong such as Pieran , as is seen in Domesday, are later and are intended to identify Piran with the Irish saint, whereas the original name could be that of a native Cornish or Welsh figure, potentially as Doble suggests, a corruption of the name Petran.[footnoteRef:14] Orme similarly suggests the cult was originally Cornish, spreading later to Wales and Brittany and thus it would have been unlikely for St Piran to have been Irish in origin.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  J. Loth, ‘Quelques Victimes de l’hagio-Onomastique En Cornwal : Saint Péran, Saint Keverne, Saint Achebran.’, Memoires de La Societe d’Histoire et d’Archelogie de Bretagne, 1930, pp. pp157-172. P.169: “Indeed, the i is short in Piran, as is sufficiently shown by the form already known in the 11th–12th centuries, Peran. A Piran with a long i would have remained intact. It is therefore clear that Ciarán and Piran could not designate the same person.” (tr. From French)]  [15:  Orme, The Saints of Cornwall, p. 221.] 

The importance of providing a Life for the saint has little to do with their historicity but serves to establish their sanctity and to promote their cult as well as providing an aid for devotional practice.  As Stephen Wilson notes, these texts serve to “stimulate devotion” and “further the interests of particular groups”, providing a standardised literary framework of motifs or topoi which ranges from miraculous genealogies and fantastical stories to rigorous asceticism and biblical parallels.[footnoteRef:16] Each one of these motifs can be identified in the Life of St Piran, most of which, with the exception of the genealogy and the transposition of the ending from Ireland to Cornwall, have been taken directly from the Life of St Ciaràn. Doble is scathing in his analysis of the Life of St Piran following his detailed comparison with the original Irish Life. He offers a harsh critique of the text, labelling it an inferior, abridged version that lacks local colour. Furthermore, Doble alleges that the work removes inconvenient facts and features a fabricated conclusion. [16:  Stephen (edit. ). Wilson, Saints and Their Cults (Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 16.] 

The Life commences giving the saint’s Irish name alongside the Cornish version and establishes his importance as one of the first saints in Ireland, contemporary with St Patrick, thus elevating St Piran’s prestige.  His parents are named to establish a dynastic heritage, but these names differ from the Irish version and could be possibly Brythonic in origin.  His father is Domuel, a name which has been suggested could be a latinisation of Dywel ab Erbin, a fifth century King of Dumnonia, and thus Welsh or Cornish rather than Irish.[footnoteRef:17]  His mother’s name, Wingella, may contain the Welsh element ‘gwyn’, meaning fair or blessed, much like Saint Gwenfrewi becoming anglicised to Winifred, and she is later referred to in the Life as a saint in her own right. These Brythonic names suggest an attempt to embed the Irish story firmly within a localised Cornish context despite the Life mostly being situated in Ireland. The saint’s conception is sanctified by a miraculous sign from the heavens with a star falling into his mother’s mouth.  This could allude to the Virgin Mary with her celestial diadem from Revelations or refer to the star in the nativity story, either establishing St Piran’s sanctity from the womb.  This predestination is reinforced by the rescue of the bird which is an example of the 'puer-senex' motif described by Teresa Carp.[footnoteRef:18] Here, the child-saint exhibits spiritual gravity, a trope common in Celtic hagiography, that serves to signal St Piran’s supernatural agency long before his formal mission begins. [17:  David Nash Ford, ‘St.Piran, Abbot of Lanpiran’, Early British Kingdoms, Nash Ford Publishing, 2001 <https://www.earlybritishkingdoms.com/bios/pirandm.html> [accessed 17 March 2026].]  [18:  Teresa C. Carp, ‘“Puer Senex” in Roman and Medieval Thought’, Latomus, 39.3 (1980), pp. 736–39.] 

A central pillar of Piran’s sanctity is his ascetic self-mortification, which the Life describes as a struggle against carnal desires. This is vividly captured in the episode where St Piran enters the freezing water to pray. While this trope is common in Celtic hagiography to show endurance and a willingness to suffer, the text adds a transformative element so that when Piran blesses the water, it becomes warm to save his companion, Germanus. Nick Mayhew-Smith offers a fascinating perspective on such cold-water rituals, suggesting they aren't just about punishing or mortifying the body, but are a way for the saint to worship God through his relationship with nature and to restore a lost harmony with the elements.[footnoteRef:19]  By controlling the temperature, Piran isn't just suffering, he is demonstrating his power over the landscape itself. This ascetic behaviour extends to his physical appearance, rejecting clothes made from sheep’s wool in favour of the skins of wolves and wild beasts. The subsequent section lists the saint’s virtues so that by constructing Piran as a figure of such extreme self-denial and Christian goodness, the text functions as a powerful exemplar, promoting a specific model of sainthood and absolute devotion to a medieval audience. [19:  Nick Mayhew-Smith, The Naked Hermit: A Journey to the Heart of Celtic Britain (SPCK, 2019).] 

The Life further establishes St Piran’s sanctity through layers of biblical typology. Raising the dead echoes stories such as Lazarus; his visitation of the anchoress St Cote, achieved by walking on water, transposes the miracle at Galilee into a localised maritime setting; feeding St Patrick, ten kings and their armies for three days recalls the feeding of the five thousand and turning water into wine, the wedding at Cana. Such acts serve as a liturgical shorthand, signalling to a medieval audience that St Piran is sanctified.  These stories and miracles would have been familiar to those hearing or reading the Life.  As Dorothy Bray suggests, while the repetitive nature of these miracles may seem 'dreary' to a modern sensibility, their primary function was didactic. They provided a familiar spiritual grammar that validated the saint’s intercessory power, transforming a borrowed Irish narrative into an instrument of local devotion and ecclesiastical authority.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Dorothy Ann Bray, ‘Miracles and Wonders in the Composition of the Lives of the Early Irish Saints’, in Celtic Hagiography and Saints’ Cults, ed. by Jane Cartwright, 1st edn (University of Wales Press, 2003), pp. 136–47, doi:10.2307/jj.14491652.15.] 

Beyond the strictly biblical, the Life incorporates a rich layer of animal and folkloric motifs that function as spiritual parables. The saint’s role as a 'holy magician', a term used by Dorothy Bray, is best exemplified through his dominion over nature, a common feature within Celtic hagiography. The tale of the fox stealing the shoes and the badger who goes after him to mete out summary justice, is reminiscent of Reynard the Fox in the twelfth century Roman de Renart with the fox as sly trickster and the badger as the wise protector.[footnoteRef:21] The abduction of Bruneta, a fairytale-style beautiful princess, abduction being a familiar trope in many Lives of female saints, again demonstrates the saint’s power over the natural world.  This power is manifested when the king hears the voice of a stork, a symbol of spring, waking him from sleep in the snowy depths of winter: contra naturam suam Ciconia cantabat. As Hilary Powell observes, these motifs may represent a pre-crystallised form of the European fairytale, yet within the Life, they serve a specific didactic purpose.[footnoteRef:22] By blending 'magical' elements, such as vanishing ransoms and disappearing cattle with the saint’s presence, the text adopts what will later become the narrative form of the “story series or roman-feuilleton” described by Stephen Wilson.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Reynard Cycle, (1301; Library of Congress, n.d.) <https://www.loc.gov/resource/gdcwdl.wdl_00594/> [accessed 10 March 2026].]  [22:  Hilary Powell, ‘“Once Upon a Time There Was a Saint...”: Re-Evaluating Folklore in Anglo-Latin Hagiography’, Folklore, Vol.121.No.2 (2010), pp. 171-189 (19 pages).]  [23: ] 

Ultimately, the Life of St Piran is a functional piece of ecclesiastical marketing rather than a historical biography. By adapting the Life of the Irish St Ciaràn, Exeter Cathedral provided its Cornish cult with a ready-made sanctity, serving the needs of diocesan authority and pilgrimage as well as supplying a means of devotional piety. While Doble is right to highlight the unscrupulous nature of this appropriation, the precise geographical details added at the end of the Life suggest an attempt to attach this borrowed narrative to the pre-existing cult site of folk memory. The text does not record a ‘real’ St Piran, but actively creates his identity, transforming local tradition into an established saint with a place in the liturgical calendar and the prestige of the association with the earliest Irish saints. This juxtaposition between a borrowed Irish narrative and a genuine Cornish setting enabled the cult of St Piran to endure, evolving from a tool of medieval ecclesiastical power into the modern symbol of Cornish national identity.
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