Paula Smith   1903588.  Medicines and Miracles.  HPHI 6019.
 Assignment 1. Write a long encyclopaedia entry (2,000 words) on EITHER any holy well OR any saintly relic of your choice.

                                                        The relics of Saint Melangell.

                                                      The Cult of Relics.

  A relic is a material object related to an individual, typically a body fragment, significant article, or something that came into contact with them. Connecting the living with the dead it is seen as a conduit of power. Relics carry meaning through time and space, and may be protected within a reliquary, which can become a surrogate focus for devotion[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Walsham, Alexandra. "Introduction: Relics and remains." Past and Present 206.suppl_5 (2010): 9-36. p9.] 

 The early Christian attitude towards the bones of the dead was one of respectful distance. After the Edict of Milan ended the persecution of Christians, the public cult of saints grew [footnoteRef:2]. Within one generation, a belief in the power of relics developed [footnoteRef:3]. By the late 4th century miraculous healings were reported, as recorded by Augustine a converted Christian bishop, as happening ‘here and now’ [footnoteRef:4].  [2:  Head, Thomas. Hunter College and the Graduate Centre, CUNY. The Cult of the Saints and Their Relics. 1999.p2.]  [3:  Wisniewski, Robert, The Beginnings of the Cult of Relics, First edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). p 8.]  [4:  Ibid. p27.] 

   None of the Welsh saints were canonized by the Catholic Church. Sanctity was locally conferred, with oral traditions in the vicinity establishing a focus for veneration of the Saint’s cult, generating popular belief in their legend and miracles [footnoteRef:5]. Henken claims healing as a ‘primary function of the saints’ [footnoteRef:6], and their burial place an effective destination for healing [footnoteRef:7]. [5:  Cartwright, Jane. Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales. University of Wales, 2008.p4. ]  [6:  Henken, Elissa R, The Welsh Saints : A Study in Patterned Lives. (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1991)p 49.]  [7:  Ibid.p 55.] 


                                                             Saint Melangell.
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            1.The rood screen at Pennant Melangell as drawn by Rev. John Parker 1837.

  St Melangell is a 6th century Patron Saint of hares, known as St Melangell’s lambs [footnoteRef:8]. Her shrine is at Pennant Melangell and her festival is the 27th of May [footnoteRef:9].  [8:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p35.]  [9:  Rees, Rice. An Essay On the Welsh Saints. 1836.p269.] 

 The chronicle of her life in the Historia Divae Monacellae, her medieval Latin hagiography, is the earliest and fullest account [footnoteRef:10]. Although the original manuscript is lost, copies survive dating from the 16th century [footnoteRef:11]. This is one of only two written accounts of a female saint in medieval Wales, St Winefride being the other [footnoteRef:12]. [10:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p23.]  [11:  ibid.p24.]  [12:  Cartwright, Jane. Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales. University of Wales, 2008.p76.] 

 The legend tells of the King of Powys, Brochwel Ysgithrog hunting with hounds in the mountains, when a hare runs to Melangell who gives it sanctuary in her cloak. On meeting her Brochwell discovers she has lived here in isolation for 15 years. Impressed with her sanctity, he declares Melangell to be a ‘true handmaiden of God’ and decrees the lands where she had settled to be a perpetual sanctuary for anyone seeking refuge. She founded a community of Nuns and continued to live there until her death 37 years later [footnoteRef:13]. [13:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p40.] 

 Miracles were said to be enacted through the intercession of hares [footnoteRef:14], the wild animals being tame and friends to her throughout her life. Through them miracles ‘of different kind (were) not lacking’ for those with good will [footnoteRef:15]. [14:  ibid.p29.]  [15: Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p40. ] 

  Documentary evidence for Melangell’s life is limited.  Her legend seems to have been present in oral tradition before being transcribed [footnoteRef:16]. The Historia tells of a solitary life in the Berwyn mountains, having fled from an unwanted marriage in Ireland arranged by her father, King of Iowchel [footnoteRef:17]. In the Bonedd y Sant, a list of pedigrees for early Medieval Brittonic saints compiled between the 12th and 14th century, her parentage is given as Cyfelch son of Tudwal Tutglyd and Ethni Wyddeles- an Irish woman [footnoteRef:18]. Tutgual Tutclyd was the King of Strathclyde, born c.AD 510 [footnoteRef:19]. [16: Cartwright, Jane. Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales. University of Wales, 2008.p76. ]  [17:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p40.]  [18:  The Old North. Bonedd y Saint. 2024.]  [19:  Early British Kingdoms.Tutgual Tutclyd, King of Strathclyde. 2001.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk180932228] The Reverand Rice Rees, in 1836 published An Essay on the Welsh Saints showing a family tree for Melangell with this parentage [footnoteRef:20].  [20:  Rees, Rice. An Essay On the Welsh Saints. 1836.p108.] 
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[bookmark: _Hlk181029679]                              2. Family tree-An Essay On the Welsh Saints p108.
 The Powys-Land Club in 1868, state that in the 6th century Wddyn, an anchorite, visited St Monacella at Pennant Melangell from the other side of the mountain [footnoteRef:21]. [21:  Powys-Land Club. Collections historical & archaeological relating to Montgomeryshire and its borders.  Vol. 6. 1868. London.p392.] 
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3. Wdden 6th C- Collections historical & archaeological relating to Montgomeryshire and its borders. p392.

 The Book of Saints compiled by the Benedictine Monks of St. Augustine’s Abbey, in 1921, also records her existence [footnoteRef:22]. [22:  The Benedictine Monks of St. Augustine’s Abbey, Ramsgate. The Book of Saints. 1921. A&C Black, Ltd. Soho Square, London, W1.] 

                                        [image: A close up of a text

Description automatically generated]
[bookmark: _Hlk181029798]                                                      4.  The Book of Saints. p192.
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                                                     The relics of St Melangell. 
                                         [image: ]
                 6. St Melangell’s reliquary-shrine. St Melangell Shrine Church & Centre.

 The reliquary-shrine of St Melangell is the earliest surviving Romanesque shrine in Northen Europe, dating back to the 12th century [footnoteRef:23]. Excavation has revealed elements of the original church including the eastern apse constructed to house a prominent grave, reputedly that of Melangell.  [23:  Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust. Montgomeryshire Churches Survey. Church of St. Melangell, Pennant Melangell.2007.] 

 There is archaeological evidence of adjacent Bronze age burials, and seven building phases of the church itself [footnoteRef:24]. This site has been significant to people centuries before Christ, and the successive renovations creating a conglomeration of styles[footnoteRef:25], speaks of a persistent value as a spiritual place. The original wooden structure was first replaced in stone by Rhirid Flaidd [footnoteRef:26], a nobleman inheriting the land from his father Gwrgenau [footnoteRef:27], and who died in 1189 [footnoteRef:28], the last renovation and rededication was completed in 1992[footnoteRef:29]. [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust. Montgomeryshire Churches Survey. Church of St Melangell, Pennant Melangell. 17/07/2007.]  [26:  Coflein. St Melangell’s Church, Pennant Melangell. 2024. ]  [27:  Pierce, Thomas Jones. Dictionary of Welsh Biography.  Rhirid Flaidd (fl 1160), nobleman and warrior. 1959.]  [28:  Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust. Montgomeryshire Churches Survey. Church of St Melangell, Pennant Melangell. 17/07/2007.]  [29:  Orthodox Christianity. Melangell with a thousand Angels. 2024.] 

 The first written record of the church in 1535, included in the deanery of Pola et Carynyon, showed a significant income from offerings left at the Saint’s relics amounting to £2 16s 8d [footnoteRef:30]- the equivalent to £1,648.36 today [footnoteRef:31] [footnoteRef:32], or 94 days wages of a skilled tradesman at the time [footnoteRef:33].  [30:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p104.]  [31:  The National Archives Currency Converter 1270-2017.2024.]  [32:  CPI Inflation Calculator. 2024.]  [33:  The National Archives Currency Converter 1270-2017.2024.] 

 During the Reformation in 1643, Parliament issued orders to demolish and remove all images, alters and relics of idolatry from all chapels and churches [footnoteRef:34]. The shrine was dismantled, parts being built into the lychgate and walls, and otherwise hidden until the 1730’s when they were incorporated into the south porch[footnoteRef:35]. In 1751 the Cell-y-bedd or Cell of the Grave, replaced the apse and the unhewn slab marking the grave was set in the cobbled floor above it [footnoteRef:36]- see image 8. [34:  British History Online. August 1643: An Ordinance for the utter demolishing, removing and taking away of all Monuments of Superstition or Idolatry. 2024.]  [35:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p113.]  [36:  Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust. Montgomeryshire Churches Survey. Church of St. Melangell, Pennant Melangell.2007.] 

 St Melangell’s anatomical relics are specifically referred to in a series of letters in 1713 to 1715 in France, the rector of the Jesuit College of St Omer believing they had St Monacella’s body. They suggest her body was intact and dressed in suitable clothes, and in 1714 a crown of silk flowers was requested from Benedictine Nuns at Ghent, and a play performed in her honour [footnoteRef:37]. [37:  Cartwright, Jane. Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales. University of Wales, 2008.p77.] 

 The Reverand Rees recounts her relics were in 1811, ‘shown to the credulous’ who visit this spot at Pennant Melangell [footnoteRef:38]. [38:  Rees, Rice. An Essay On the Welsh Saints. 1836.p269.] 

 In 1958 during restoration, the Cell-y-bedd was repaired and the large slab and stone edged grave beneath were re-discovered. The shrine was reconstructed over this cyst grave [footnoteRef:39]. Skeletal remains were found which were examined by an orthopaedic surgeon, identifying them as a woman around 5’ tall [footnoteRef:40]. [39:  Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust. Montgomeryshire Churches Survey. Church of St. Melangell, Pennant Melangell.2007.]  [40:  St Melangell Shrine Church & Centre.2024. ] 


                                                   The cult of St Melangell.
 The 12th century apse being built over her grave suggests a cult focussing on this place could have been established in the pre-Norman period [footnoteRef:41]. Likely being localised and probably consisting of rituals and memories centred on the grave, relics, and places in the landscape associated with St Melangell - such as the rock known as Gwelly Melangell- St. Melangells’ bed [footnoteRef:42]. [41:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p33.]  [42:  ibid.p34.] 

 Literary reference is made to St Melangell by Guto’r Glyn, a poet who lived between 1450-90, in an elegy for Einion ap Gruffudd, a nobleman associated with Pennant Melangell [footnoteRef:43]. He refers to Einion and his family going on pilgrimages to Pennant Melangell during his lifetime [footnoteRef:44]. Einion is reputedly buried in Pennant Melangell. [43:  Guto’s Wales. Einion ap Gruffudd of Llechwedd Ystrad, fl. c.1450. 2024.]  [44:  Garland, Lisa Margaret. Aspects of Welsh saints' cults and pilgrimage c. 1066-1530. 2005.] 

 The Historia gives a presentation and elaboration of St Melangell’s cult, rather than a historical account. Highlighting her shrine as a sanctuary, it describes a pilgrimage destination established by the 12th century onwards [footnoteRef:45], such as in the unproven Will of Morgan Herbert, seen below [footnoteRef:46]. [45:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p32.]  [46:  ibid.p126.] 
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5. The unproven Will of Morgan Herbert 1526. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae.p 126.
 
 
 The construction of the shrine in the 12th century might well have been an attempt to encourage the devotions of pilgrims to the cult of St Melangell, and in the post-Reformation period this was again cultivated. By the 17th century Thomas Price [footnoteRef:47], an antiquary [footnoteRef:48] who transcribed a life of St Monacella [footnoteRef:49] noted the customs in Pennant Melangell regarding hares- [47:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p35.]  [48:  Dictionary of Wels Biography. PRICE, THOMAS SEBASTIAN, died 1704, Llanfyllin, antiquary and popish recusant. 1959.]  [49:  The National Library of Wales. File NLW MS 3108B - A Catalogue of British Saints, &c.2024.] 
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                    7. Thomas Price records- Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p35.

 In the 18th century, Thomas Pennant, a naturalist and antiquarian related the same traditions [footnoteRef:50] . He also noted the details of the local cult, such as her hard bed in the cleft of a rock, and her tomb being in the Cell-y-bedd, although he says her ‘reliques’ and image were removed [footnoteRef:51]. [50:  Pryce, Huw. A New Edition of the Historia Divae Monacellae. 1994.p35.]  [51:  Pennant, Thomas. Tours in Wales, Vol.3.1810. Wilkie and Robinson. London.p174.] 








                                                 The Church of St Melangell. 
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                                            The Shrine Church of Saint Melangell
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          The Shrine Church of Saint Melangell         A raised stone marking her burial site. 
                    8. Images from Saint Melangell Shrine Church & Centre website. 	


 Nowadays, the Shrine Church of St Melangell is a small, remote Grade 1 listed building set in a churchyard ringed by 2,000-year-old Yew trees [footnoteRef:52]. [52:  Saint Melangell Shrine Church and Centre. 2025.] 

  
 In 1986 a local incumbent of Meifod faced a crisis with his wife being diagnosed with cancer. While recovering from surgery, the couple bought the cottage alongside Pennant Melangell, and he was licenced to look after the church. Funds were raised and the church repaired, with a cancer help centre alongside. The work here continues within a resurgence of interest in Celtic Christianity, the shrine of St Melangell having a renewed purpose and function in alternative medicine [footnoteRef:53], an important site for pilgrims, with approximately 10,000 visitors a year [footnoteRef:54]. [53:  Keulemans, Michael, and Lewis Burton, ‘Sacred Place and Pilgrimage: Modern Visitors to the Shrine of St Melangell’, Rural Theology, 4.2 (2006), 99–110 ]  [54:  Orthodox Christianity. Melangell with a thousand Angels. 2024.] 
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                                   9. Reflection for St. Melangell’s feast day.
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Fig. 5.9. Route of pilgrimage given in
unproven will of Morgan Herbert, 1526.

The route of the pilgrimage is easily traceable
and provides. more o less, a tour around north
Montgomeryshire. taking in the famous wooden
image of Derfel Gadam mounted on horseback
in his church at Llandderfel, near Bala, in south
Merionethshire. "™ The will provides one of the
few references to Pennant as a pilgrimage centre
inthe medieval and latemedieval periods. Morgan
Herbert evidently did not live locally since he
directedthat his body was ‘to be buried ina grave
in the church yard of the parish church of
Rybbysford [Ribbesford]’, which lies 4 miles to
the west of Kidderminster, Worcestershire.

RO PROB 10/4 24768 Morgan Herbert was the oldes
son of Sir Richard Herhert of Montgomery (d. 1539): see W\
Lloyd. Sheriffs of Montgomeryshire. Montgomersahire Colle
tions 2 (1869), 395-6,

13WWilliams 1962 op. ci. (wote 10), 495, Llangadfun wou
appear to be a more logical reading for “Derfelgadan’ in vics
of the itinerary. but the dedication there i to St Cadfan.





image7.png
Reformation period. Thus in the late seventeenth century Thomas Price recorded the following
customs in Pennant Melangell parish:

Andtill of late yeares no man would offer to kill a har in tha: parish, w* they tearmed
wuyn Melangel (S. Monacella her lambes), and it is observed io this day there that when
a hare is persued by cogges, if any cry God & S. Monacella bee w* thee, shee is sure to
escape.”
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28 May: Today we celebrate the feast day of St Melangell, the
sixth-century abbess and patron of the shrine of Pennant Melangell

Fill us with her gentle song.

Teach us, across the ages, to attend

May wa live in harmony.
With the creatures, the trees,
The grasses and gurgling waters
Of this place

And learn to partake of the holiness
Of all Creation
Here, and wherever we may wander.

All this we pray in the Name of your Son,
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meaning the Church of Wddyn. Wddyn, according to
tradition, was an anchorite or holy recluse, living in
seclusion and retirement from the world for his soul’s
health in a cell among the rocks near this place, some-
time during the sixth century; for Llwybr-wdd;
(Wddyn’s path) whence he went to visit St. Monacelﬁ
whose cell was at Pennant [Melangell(St. Monacella)
on the other side of the mountain, five miles distant, is
still known. and pointed out by the old inhabitants.
St. Monacella lived in the sixth century (Rees’s Welsh
Saints, p. 269). There is another version of the tradi-




