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Compare and contrast Rhygyfarch’s Life of St David with Prior Robert of Shrewsbury’s Life of St Winefride.
The purpose of this abridged essay is to compare and assess the hagiographies of The Life of St David and St Winefride, Virgin and Martyr, from the saints’ early years and origins to the representation of them in their Hagiographies and the cultural emphasises that were placed on them.
Rhygyfarch’s Life of St David was written in the 12th century, when the politics of the Diocese of St David’s were working towards establishing the Cathedral there as Wales’ foremost See, the repercussions of which would have been far reaching for the whole of Wales.[footnoteRef:1] This combined with the fact that St David himself lived more than 500 years previously—assuming that he lived at all—leaves a very large amount of time for embellishments to be written into the text. As Richard Sharpe and John Reuben Davies point out so effectively in the footnotes of their translation of Rhygyfarch’s Life, Rhygyfarch almost goes out of his way to establish references and allusions to the Scriptures, starting out with prophesies of the manner of life that St David would have to his father: [1:  Chiefly because the See would have been a powerful rallying point for the cultural heart of the Welsh, which in turn would have gone a long way towards unification against Anglo-Norman Conquest.] 

One time, his father, Sanctus (by merits and by name) who enjoyed sovereignty over the people of Ceredig[ion] (sovereignty he later laid aside to win a heavenly kingdom), heard the voice of an angelic prophecy in a dream: ‘When you wake up tomorrow, you will go hunting; having killed a stag near the river, you will find there beside the river Teifi three gifts; namely, the stag that you will pursue, a fish, and a swarm of bees situated in a tree, in a place called Llyn Henllan. You should set aside, out of these three, the honeycomb, and a portion of the fish and the stag; and you should deliver them to the monastery of Meugan, keeping them for the son who is going to be born to you.’ (To this day it is called the Monastery of the Deposit.) These gifts foretell his life. The honeycomb proclaims his wisdom, for just as the homey is in the wax, so he has understood the spiritual meaning in a literal statement. The fish signifies his watery life, for as the fish lives by water, so does he; rejecting wine and liquor and everything that can inebriate, he has led a blessed life for God on just bread and water; because of this he is surnamed David ‘of the watery life’. The stag signifies dominion over the ancient serpent, for just as the stag desires a spring of water when it has grazed on despoiled snakes, and having gained strength is renewed as if with youth, so he is established on the heights, as though with stags’ feet, despoiling the human race’s ancient serpent of his power to harm him.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  ‘Rhygyfarch’s Life of Saint David’ in St David of Wales: Cult, Church and Nation, J. Wyn Evans and Jonathan M. Wooding (trans.), (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2007)] 

This pattern of writing very closely emulates what Luke, the eponymous author of the Gospel wrote concerning the birth and life of John the Baptist:
While Zechariah was in the sanctuary [of the Temple], an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing to the right of the incense altar. Zechariah was shaken and overwhelmed with fear when he saw him. But the angel said, ‘Don’t be afraid, Zechariah! God has heard your prayer[footnoteRef:3].  Your wife, Elizabeth, will give you a son, and you are to name him John.  You will have great joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great in the eyes of the Lord. He must never touch wine or other alcoholic drinks.  He will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even before his birth.  And he will turn many Israelites to the Lord their God.  He will be a man with the spirit and power of Elijah[footnoteRef:4].  He will prepare the people for the coming of the Lord.  He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and he will cause those who are rebellious to accept the wisdom of the godly.’[footnoteRef:5] [3:  This prayer is not specifically recorded in the Gospel, most likely refers to the Zechariah and his wife having a child. This would have been a prayer that Zechariah would have been praying his for much of his married life, due to the immense importance having children was seen to be in the culture of the time. See Luke 1.7, ‘They had no children because Elizabeth was unable to conceive, and they were both very old.’]  [4:  Elijah was one of the Old Testament prophets and one of the most outspoken against the social corruption that was prevalent in the Kingdom of Israel under the reign of King Ahab. See 1 Kings 17-22 for Elijah’s ministry in Israel under the reign of King Ahab.]  [5:  ‘Luke 1.11-18’, in Holy Bible, New Living Translation (Second Ed.), (Carol Stream: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2007)] 

Since he was a clergyman, Rhygyfarch was supposed to know the Bible very well and certainly in sections such as the above extracts from his work and Luke’s Gospel show, not only did he know the Scriptures well, he also knew how to tie the hagiography in with the Bible. Since his goal was establishing St David’s as an archbishopric and the intended audience was those clergymen who were equally well versed in the Scriptures, what better way to bolster support for the See than by bolstering the credentials of the Saint to whom the place was dedicated? The similarities do not end there: the Old Testament book of 2 Samuel records how King David aspired to build a temple to God, only to be instructed not to by the prophet Nathan; that honour lay in the hands of King David’s son, Solomon.[footnoteRef:6] Again, Rhygyfarch parallels Scripture by detailing St Patrick’s departure from Wales for Ireland at an angel’s direction, rather than fulfilling his desire to build a monastery at St David’s, so as to leave the area free for St David’s use when the Saint was born. [6:  Up until the construction of Solomon’s Temple the national worship of God was centred on the Tabernacle, a large tent that served as the repository of the Ark of the Covenant that the prophet Moses constructed at God’s direction. This tent was Israel’s centre of worship from the nation receiving the Law of Moses at what is traditionally identified as Mount Sinai in the Sinai Peninsula. See https://www.gotquestions.org/mount-Sinai.html (accessed: 25/12/18) for some background on the wider historicity of the location’s identification. See 2 Samuel 7 for the background of King David’s desire to build the Temple.] 

	While the circumstances of St David’s birth would have been important for any self-respecting hagiographer working to establish a legend, had Rhygyfarch ended with prophetic references to a child whose tale was not told, the legend would have failed to establish any point for St David’s Cathedral being there at all, never mind being made into an archbishopric. Again, further allusions to the Bible were—if one is inclined to a cynical view of the matter—composed for the purpose of reinforcing St David’s legend, specifically, the miracles that St David performed. In the Bible, miracles and other such wonders were used by God to confirm to the people of Israel and, by extension, the Church that the message he had given through a specific prophet was true or that he was indeed a prophet called to a specific ministry.[footnoteRef:7] Rhygyfarch ascribes a number of miracles to St David in the same way, albeit with the emphasis being on the greatness of St David. Chief among these are a pair of miracles from when his mother was pregnant with him and when he was being baptized as and infant. The first of these is from when his mother, in accordance with the traditions of the time, went to a chapel to pray for her child. The preacher there, the already established St Gildas, was rendered incapable of preaching upon the entry of the unborn David and was only able to resume after his mother departed. The second is from his baptism, when a man named Mobi, who was devoid of both sight and nose, received both while he was baptizing the infant David. In both instances, Rhygyfarch uses them to prop up David’s position as the foremost Saint in Wales. [7:  Although, if a genuine prophet led Israel to turn away from God, that prophet was to be put to death without mercy. See Deuteronomy 13, especially 1-5.] 

By contrast, the Hagiography of St Winefride is very different in terms of origin story and central points. Winefride is introduced, not as the prophesied child of destiny, but as the daughter of a nobleman, Teuyth, who entertains a monk called Beuno one day, before giving Beuno a plot of land to build a Church on to support the work the monk is doing. Winefride, who at this point is called Brewa, listens to Beuno’s teaching and becomes greatly interested and hungry for more. Before long, she decides to become a nun. Beuno, delighted with her choice, teaches her and, overtime, she grows in knowledge and interrogates her teacher at almost every opportunity she gets. These blissful days are cut brutally short, unfortunately, when a visiting prince named Caradoc arrives while she is alone at the house. What happens next highlights the difference between the Hagiographies quite nicely. Caradoc, absolutely enraptured by Brewa, decides he wants to marry her and demands that she submit to him. Pretending to agree, she slips out, is tracked down by Caradoc and then decapitated within sight of the Church. This is when the first of the miracles that Winefride is involved in comes about: Beuno, seeing her head rolling into the Church, goes to confront Caradoc and when he refuses to repent of the deed, is killed by God after Beuno appeals for God to reward him for his deeds. After that, Beuno picks up Brewa’s head and reattaches it to her body, at which point she comes back to life. The first miracle that Prior Robert records Winefride being involved in is one that happens to her rather than being one that God proactively works through her. Winefride goes on after this to continue to be trained, but all the while, although she is widely regarded as a mentor and role model for young girls, whenever she herself needs guidance and an adviser every person she is sent to is a man.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Not counting the nuns she stays with, that is.] 

The contrast between the two Hagiographies is more than just one Saint was politically convenient and the other was a role model for medieval women. There is also the cultural element of the status each of them held in their own regard. Their origins are very different: St David is born 30 years after the event was prophesied, whereas St Winefride was born a nobleman’s daughter and chose to renounce her lifestyle and the position she had in favour of the life of a nun. This choice left Winefride martyred and resurrected as she chose to live for God’s glory. St David was born into a role that was preordained and whose reported miracles are presented as showing his own greatness as one chosen by God.
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