Medicine and Miracles: Health, Illness, and Cure (HPHI5019)
Assessment One: Encyclopaedia Entry.

	Ffynnon Antwn Sant
	(Saint Anthony's Well)
Richard Temple-Purcell (2006258)

The Holy Well of St. Anthony at Llansteffan in Carmarthenshire, Wales (Latitude: 51.763555N Longitude: 4.398192W), presents a conundrum, since the modern attribution to Anthony the Great differs from that traditionally associated with the site by the local population.
The Egyptian Saint to whom contemporary documentation refers never visited Wales. This has caused a great deal of confusion; for example, Chris J. Thomas states, in Sacred Welsh Waters, ‘St. Anthony was Egyptian and generally acknowledged to be the first Christian missionary to Wales’. Thomas goes on to admit that ‘Whether he actually came to Llansteffan is not known…’, and at least acknowledges the existence of a local hermit at the site some 200 years later, but nevertheless this seems disingenuous.[footnoteRef:1] In reality there is no suggestion that Anthony the Great (an illiterate desert hermit who spoke only Coptic and never travelled beyond Alexandria) ever engaged in missionary work of any kind.[footnoteRef:2] His life is fairly well documented in the contemporary biography of Athanasius of Alexandria, the Apophthegmata Patrum (ostensibly verbatim quotes and anecdotes passed down orally and transcribed around a century after his death), and even seven extant letters, dictated by Anthony himself in Coptic.[footnoteRef:3] From these sources it is clear that far from being an aspiring international missionary, Anthony was reticent to even address his own self-appointed followers. [1:  Chris J. Thomas, Sacred Welsh Waters (Milverton: Capall Bann Publishing, 2004), pp. 36-37.]  [2:  Athanasius of Alexandria, ‘Life of Antony’ in Select Writings of Athanasius, trans. by H. Ellershaw, ed. by Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (New York: Library of Nicene and post Nicene Fathers II.4, 1924, repr. 1957), pp. 195-221.]  [3:  Anthony of Egypt, ‘St. Anthony of Egypt’, in Lives Of Saints, With Excerpts From Their Writings, ed. by Father Joseph Vann (New York: John J Crawley & Co Inc, 1954), pp. 42-48.] 

However, in his role as the reluctant ‘Father of all Monks’ (more correctly Christian Monasticism), the Carmarthen Journal notes: ‘St Anthony of Egypt … had a powerful influence on the Celtic Church in South Wales’.[footnoteRef:4] This is demonstrable by the sheer volume of abbeys and hermitages that spread across the area during the ‘Age of Saints’. Following the departure of the Romans in 410CE, Saxon invaders drove many Welsh Christians West, where according to Jessica Brain, they ‘…retreated into isolation with their sole focus being their dedication to the worship of God’. Thomas quotes an unnamed ‘ancient chronicler’ who describes Welsh Christians, following the Egyptian eremitism of Anthony, as ‘…utterly lacking in religious zeal except such as manifested itself in gloomy and selfish asceticism’.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Anonymous, ‘Notes of interest’, Carmarthen Journal, (2014), (p. 46) https://www.proquest.com/newspapers/notes-interest/docview/1609060039/se-2 [accessed 04 May 2023].]  [5:  Thomas, Sacred Welsh Waters, p. 20.] 

In this environment, during the 6th Century CE, it is perhaps unsurprising that a South Walian ascetic might choose Antwn (Anthony) for his confirmation name. A contemporary of the more evangelical, and better-known St. Ystyffan, it is to Antwn that the well owes its sanctity and associated miracles. His choice to site a hermitage near the well is not unusual. According to Thomas, Rome had issued an edict directing the Celtic clergy to occupy ‘existing semi-religious sites’ with a view to engaging a congregation from the local populace.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid, pp. 18-19.] 

Hydrolatry was already common in many parts of the world before the rise of Christianity.[footnoteRef:7] In Wales, the bitter struggles between the established Celtic communities and Germanic invaders would have brought them into contact with the custom of ‘vatni ausa’, as early as the fifth century CE.[footnoteRef:8] This ceremony of blessing a new-born child with water was common across the Teutonic world and presents obvious parallels with Christian baptism, making springs and wells an ideal choice for missionary occupation.[footnoteRef:9] Indeed, an article in Y Gwladgarwr notes that within the environs of Llansteffan ‘There are three springs, namely St Anthony's Spring, Saint Stephan's Well, and Olbrey's Well’, two of which are considered Holy.[footnoteRef:10] The article goes on to state that St. Anthony’s ‘…like other holy wells, was undoubtedly considered to have healing qualities for whoever drank from it’, concluding that ‘Many visited her during my stay in the place’.[footnoteRef:11] Clearly, at the time of writing (1881), St. Anthony’s Well was still a popular destination. [7:  Robert Charles Hope, ‘Introduction’, in The Legendary Lore Of The Holy Wells Of England (London: Elliot Stock, 1893), pp. vii-xxiii.]  [8:  C. M. Lotspeich, ‘Celts and Teutons’, The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 12.2 (1913), 199-210 (p.199) https://www.jstor.org/stable/27700226 [accessed 03 May 2023].]  [9:  Jacob Grimm, Teutonic Mythology Vol. 2, 4th edn., trans. James Steven Stallybrass (Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing Co, 2003, orig. 1883), p. 592.]  [10:  Anonymous – credited as ‘Ymwelydd’ (Visitor), ‘Ymweliad A Llanstephan’, Y Gwladgarwr, 12 August 1881, p. 4; Orig. ‘Y mae yno dair ffynon, sef Ffynon Sant Antwn, Ffynon Sant Stephan, a Ffynon Olbrey.’ [sic]]  [11:  Ibid, p. 4; Orig. ‘… fel ffynonau seintiol ereill, yn ddiamheu, yn cael ei hystyried fel yn meddu rhinweddau i iachau pwy bynag a yfai o'i dwfr.’ And ‘Bu llawer yn ymweled a hi yn ystod fy arosiad yn y lie.’] 

Very little is known about St. Antwn. In common with all Saints of the Celtic Church during the ‘Age of Saints’, he was canonised pre-congregation. In principle this would mean by episcopal authority, though in the chaos of 5th to 6th Century post-Roman Britain it is unclear how this worked in practice. The Celtic Church records 479 Welsh Saints, yet at a time when martyrdom was the primary qualification for Sainthood, in a country where Christians were being massacred in their thousands by Saxon invaders, documentation may not be the most reliable source of information. As an extreme example, it is claimed that Bardsey Island (Ynys Enlli) is a burial ground for no less than twenty thousand Saints![footnoteRef:12] It is therefore unremarkable that, despite the plethora of information and relics enjoyed by many of his contemporaries, St Antwn does not feature in the Lives of the Saints or boast any relics. Considering the confusion caused by association of the well to his earlier namesake, as evidenced by Thomas’ statement above, it is perhaps more interesting that his memory has persisted in the local consciousness at all, for over 1400 years. [12:  Thomas, Sacred Welsh Waters, p. 23.] 

In modern times, a plaque has been installed, along with a metal image of St Anthony the Great. It does, however, acknowledge his Welsh counterpart, saying ‘It is likely that he used water from the well to baptize converts to Christianity. Ever since that time, Saint Anthony's well has been a place of pilgrimage. It's waters also became renowned for their healing qualities.’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Quoted in: Meabh, ‘Ffynnon Antwn Sant’, Geocaching, 21 October 2014. https://www.geocaching.com/geocache/GC5F3J5 [accessed 04 May 2023].] 

This association with healing miracles is not uncommon for Holy Wells, but in this regard, St. Antwn has followed in the footsteps of his Egyptian namesake. Athanasius of Alexandria says of St. Anthony: ‘…it was as if a physician had been given by God to Egypt’.[footnoteRef:14] Anthony himself made it clear on numerous occasions that credit for miraculous healing should be given to God rather than himself and describes ‘Christ the Physician’ in his dictated letters.[footnoteRef:15] Nevertheless, he has come to be associated with skin diseases, especially ergotism (which he never encountered in his lifetime). This patronage derives from the establishment of a monastic hospital in France, at La Motte St. Didier, in 1095, which claimed to hold one of three alleged bodies of the Saint, and eventually became the Hospitaller Order of St. Anthony in 1297.[footnoteRef:16] While this may well have a bearing on the attribution of healing miracles to the well, it clearly cannot have influenced St. Antwn, who died 400 years prior to the establishment of the hospital. Rather, St. Antwn has come to be associated with eye conditions on his own account, and (bizarrely for an ascetic hermit) romantic love. In his travelogue The South Wales Coast (1911), Ernest Rhys states that ‘The water used to be thought of sure and miraculous effect and is still used by the country-folk for eye-complaint. [sic]’[footnoteRef:17] Given the lack of documentation, this distinction between the spheres of influence attributed to the two Anthonys, provides the first real indication beyond local tradition that St. Antwn is more than a simple Welsh analogue for Anthony the Great. [14:  Athanasius, ‘Life of Antony’ in Select Writings, p. 87.]  [15:  Anthony of Egypt, ‘Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium, Letter 2’, Vol. 148:3 in Lettres De S. Antoine: Version Géorgienne Et Fragments Coptes, Vol. 1, ed. and trans. Gérard Garitte, (Louvain: L. Durbecq, 1955), p. 14-17.]  [16:  Carolinne White, ‘Introduction’ to Athanasius, ‘Life of Antony’, in Early Christian Lives, ed. and trans. by Carolinne White (London: Penguin Books, 1998).]  [17:  Ernest Rhys, The County Coast Series – The South Wales Coast (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1911), p. 225.] 

Unfortunately, a search for direct evidence of Antwn as an historical figure yields disappointing results. The Llansteffan Historical Society states that ‘It is possible that some kind of monastic settlement once existed where Saint Anthony's Cottage … is now located. Its namesake is the holy man who once lived there, Sant Antwn’.[footnoteRef:18] However, the cottage certainly does not date to the 6th Century CE, so their assertation that he ‘lived there’ refers to the general area only. There is no actual evidence for the location of Antwn’s hermitage. R. B. Parish, author of In Search Of Holy Wells And Healing Springs notes on his blog that ‘A suggested site is a cave further down the bay shaped similarly to the well arch’, but given the arch is not original, the connection is dubious.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Llansteffan Historical Society, ‘Ffynnon Antwn Sant/Saint Anthony's Well’ [Facebook], https://www.facebook.com/112543843657283/posts/ffynnon-antwn-santsaint-anthonys-wellnowadays-we-may-take-the-availability-of-dr/166232464955087/ 16 July 2020 [accessed 07 May 2023].]  [19:  R. B. Parish, ‘Holy Wells Of South Wales: A Peaceful Retreat By The Sea St. Anthony’s Well Llansteffan’, Holy And Healing Wells, 19 July 2021. https://insearchofholywellsandhealingsprings.com/2021/07/19/holy-wells-of-south-wales-a-peaceful-retreat-by-the-sea-st-anthonys-well-llansteffan/ [accessed 07 May 2023].] 

Indeed, even the well itself is not quite as it seems. Parish tells us:
		…in 1811 existing stonework has been built around the natural spring in the 			form of a pointed arch with an offerings shelf at the back. A small recess 				above the shelf is where a statue of the saint was reputedly placed. [footnoteRef:20] [20:  Ibid.] 

	More recently, in the early 1990s a stone compound, with steps down from the path and a gate, has been added.[footnoteRef:21] Therefore, prior to 1811, the space consisted of nothing more than a small recess above the spring, from which the statuette of the Saint (it is not clear which Saint) had already been lost. Despite this, veneration of the well has enjoyed uninterrupted devotion by the local population for more than a millennium. The plaque installed in the 1990s claims ‘… it remains a quiet and peaceful witness to over fourteen centuries of Christianity on the shores of Carmarthen Bay’.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Llansteffan Historical Society, 2020.]  [22:  Quoted in Llansteffan Historical Society, 2020.] 

This remarkable endurance cannot be attributed to the spring itself, which is all but spent. Far from the source St. Antwn used for baptisms, and pilgrims for bathing, the modern plaque instructs visitors to ‘… wait patiently for the clear drops to seep from the mossy recess in the hillside’ and Thomas noted that, in 2004 ‘the flow [was] small, the water [was] cold and bland’.[footnoteRef:23] And yet, endure it does. [23:  Parish, 2021; Thomas, Sacred Welsh Waters, p. 37.] 

Despite his reservations, Parish describes it as ‘One of south Wales’s most evocative and peaceful holy well[s]’ and notes that it is a Grade II listed site. Furthermore, he records that ‘Prayer flags festoon the area’ and ‘The shelf is full of cockle shells -and some other small votives and it is apparent that the tradition is alive and well.’[footnoteRef:24] While Parish, like most non-local commentators, accepts the official theory described on the modern plaque, that the well is named for Anthony the Great, citing the modern bronze icon of the same, he is compelled to concede that above the original niche there is also ‘…a relief carving, presumably of Antwn’.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Parish, 2021]  [25:  Ibid.] 

The longevity of veneration of such a modest site probably owes something to a Papal decree from Callixtus II in 1123CE, acknowledging the Shrine of St. David as a pilgrimage destination of comparable import to Rome (if visited twice) or even Jerusalem (three times). This immediately elevated St. Anthony’s well to a waystation on a major pilgrimage route, where the faithful might ‘…pray, perhaps make an offering, and possibly bathe or even drink of the well's water.’[footnoteRef:26] However, it should be noted that by this time reverence of St. Antwn had already survived for over 500 years. [26:  Llansteffan Historical Society, 2020.] 

In terms of ceremony, St. Anthony’s displays little that can be considered unique. The prayer flags noted by parish seem to be a modern addition to the tradition, which has generally revolved around the kind of votive offerings common to many Holy wells (and later wishing wells), and probably hark back to pagan practices rather than any particular Saintly cult ritual. The Llansteffan Historical Society sums this up as ‘the ancient practice of depositing items in holy water by tossing coins, pins, shells, stones, and other items into the niche of Ffynnon Sant Antwn’.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Ibid.] 

However, this should not be considered to diminish the sincerity of the local populace. Writing in 1955 (before the addition of the enclosure, steps, plaque, and icon of Anthony the Great), Aneirin Talfan Davies states that ‘Almost no one visits Llansteffan without visiting the well of St Antwn’ and relates an exchange with a local.
	"Are there many visitors?" I asked an old man …
	"Oh yes, belief isn't dead here in Llansteffan! In spite of the splitting of 				the atom, there are plenty of flighty girls who make Nicodemus’s journey 			[pilgrimage?] in order to throw their pinne [sic] into the water."
	"Pinne?"
	"Yes, that's the custom, cast a pinne into the water …”[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Aneirin Talfan Davies, ‘Ffynnon Antwn, Llansteffen’, in Crwydro Sir Gâr (Llandybie: Llybrau'r Dryw, 1955), pp. 247-8; Orig. ‘"Oes yma lawer o gyrchu ati?" gofynnais i hen ŵr … "O os, 'dyw ofergoelieth ddim wedi marw mas, hyd yn od yn Llansteffan 'ma! Ar waetha' hollti'r atom, ma' na ddigon o grotesi penchwiban i wneud taith Nicodemus i fwrw'u pinne i'r dŵr." "Pinne?" "Ie, dyna'r arfer, bwrw pinne i'r dŵr…”’] 

[bookmark: _Hlk134389555]Rev. D. G. Williams recorded the same custom in 1895: ‘… a crooked pin must be presented as an offering … There are thousands of pins at the bottom of Ffynnon St Antwn, brought … from all over the country.’[footnoteRef:29] Again, in 1911, Rhys observed ‘A pin is nothing to us; but think of the far-come pilgrim kneeling there and praying in the time when a pin was an old country woman's precious thing’.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  Rev. D. G. Williams, Casgliad O Lên Gwerin Sir Gaerfyrddin (Aberdare:  National Eisteddfod Society, 1895), p. 83-85; Orig. ‘… rhaid cyflwyno pin cam yn offrwm … Y mae miloedd o binnau yng ngwaelod Ffynnon St Antwn, wedi eu dwyn yn … o bob cwr o’r wlad.’]  [30:  Rhys, South Wales Coast, p. 225.] 

Such is the continued importance of the site in local lore that a humorous poem, recalled by Dafydd Jones for Llygad Y Ffynnon magazine ends with the lines:
	… And so you come for a walk in the summer to Sant Antwn's well if you are sick;
	You will get rid of your disease, and a blessing will be stored in the wishing well near 		the sea.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Dafydd Jones, Llygad Y Ffynnon, 36 Summer (2014); Orig. ‘… Ac felly dowch chithau am dro yn yr haf i ffynnon Sant Antwn as ydych yn glaf; Cewch wared o'ch clefyd, a bendith yn stôr yn y ffynnon ddymuno yn ymyl y môr.’] 
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