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“Dwynwen: Evidence and Origins of Her Role as Patron Saint of Lovers”
The figure of Dwynwen presents an example of female sanctity shaped as much by myth and poetry as by religion and cultural reinvention. While she is popularly remembered as a romantic heroine, the sources tell a far more ambiguous story. This essay explores how and why Dwynwen came to occupy her unique place in Welsh devotional and cultural life, unpacking the historical, literary, and ideological forces that contributed to her evolution.
The first section examines the symbolic and allegorical features of her story as recorded in sources like the Oxford Dictionary of Saints and the embellished version by Iolo Morganwg, showing how themes of emotional suffering, chastity, and divine intervention come to replace the more conventional saintly markers of martyrdom or ecclesiastical authority. The second section turns to Dafydd ap Gwilym’s 14th-century poem Galw ar Ddwynwen, establishing that her association with emotional healing and love has genuine medieval precedent. The third section considers the archaeological and historical evidence for her cult at Llanddwyn, highlighting the persistence of her veneration through pilgrimage, offerings, and ritual well into the early modern period.
Finally, drawing on Eric Hobsbawm’s idea of the “invented tradition,” the essay considers how Dwynwen’s image was reimagined during the Romantic revival of the 18th and 19th centuries. It argues that her modern identification as a patron of lovers is not a straightforward continuation of medieval devotion, but rather a carefully shaped expression of modern Welsh cultural identity. 
The Oxford Dictionary of Saints summarises the traditional tale of Dwynwen. It recounts her meeting of Maelon, a man who wished to marry her; although she rejected his advances, she instead looked to dedicate herself to the service of the Church. Whilst this does tick the boxes of the standard literary traditions and religious motifs of the time, chastity, divine intervention, and renunciation of earthly love, the perplexing nature of her dreams, particularly the transformation of Maelon into ice and the granting of three wishes, introduces a surreal and symbolic dimension [footnoteRef:20079].

This blending of hagiographical tradition with elements of the esoteric complicates any straightforward interpretation of Dwynwen’s apparent sanctity. Rather than resembling a typical saint’s life, her narrative reads more like a moralised allegory of emotional suffering and divine intervention [footnoteRef:13839]. This is evidenced in the highly symbolic nature of her dream, her supernatural wishes, and the divine responses she receives. [20079:  David Hugh Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints, 5th rev. edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 155.]  [13839:  David Hugh Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints, 5th rev. edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 155. ] 

Firstly, Dwynwen dreams that she is to be cured of an ailment by drinking a potion; however, this supposed cure results in Maelon, the man she had rejected, being turned into ice. This could be interpreted as a metaphor that reflects not only Dwynwen’s emotional coldness but also the symbolic freezing of her own romantic and emotional desires [footnoteRef:1992].

Secondly, while her subsequent wishes may appear superficially compassionate, that Maelon be restored, that true-hearted lovers either succeed in love or be relieved of their longing, and that she herself remain unmarried, they also seem to reflect Dwynwen’s deeper desire to neutralise emotional turmoil and remove herself entirely from the complications of romantic attachment [footnoteRef:5926]. 

Thirdly, the divine granting of wishes is not followed by any of the typical hallmarks expected within a saint’s life, such as martyrdom, missionary work, or the foundation of a religious order. While there is mention of her becoming a nun, the narrative lacks detail about her religious vocation or any wider ecclesiastical significance. Instead, her sanctity appears to be defined more by symbolic acts and emotional resolution than by active spiritual labour or institutional legacy. This distances Dwynwen from conventional sainthood and reinforces the interpretation of her story as a moral allegory  [footnoteRef:28915].

Dwynwen’s story in the form most familiar today, including the episode with Maelon and the granting of three divine wishes, first appeared within the writings of the 18th-century antiquarian Iolo Morganwg who, while instrumental in advancing the Celtic revival movement, was also a known forger and something of a literary charlatan. While there is general scholarly consensus that Dwynwen herself was a historical figure, likely a 5th- or 6th-century daughter of king and later Saint Brychan of Brycheiniog the specific narrative that links her to emotional suffering appears to be a much later construction [footnoteRef:11309]. 

However, it would be inaccurate to dismiss Dwynwen’s romantic associations entirely as Iolo’s invention. The 14th-century poem Galw ar Ddwynwen by Dafydd ap Gwilym demonstrates that Dwynwen was already venerated in the medieval period, and that she was directly associated with emotional healing and love. Although the poem does not mention Maelon or the dream-vision legend, it portrays Dwynwen as a compassionate spiritual figure, invoked in matters of the heart [footnoteRef:20218]. [1992:  Farmer, Oxford Dictionary of Saints, p. 155..]  [5926:  Farmer, Oxford Dictionary of Saints, p. 155.]  [28915:  Farmer, Oxford Dictionary of Saints, p. 155.]  [11309:  Farmer, Oxford Dictionary of Saints, p. 79.]  [20218:  Dafydd ap Gwilym, Galw ar Ddwynwen, in The Dafydd ap Gwilym Website, ed. by Dafydd Johnston and others (Aberystwyth: University of Wales Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies, 2007–), https://dafyddapgwilym.net/eng/3win.php [accessed 17 May 2025].] 


From the opening of Galw ar Ddwynwen, it is evident that the saint is presented as both an aesthetic ideal and a spiritual force. Her beauty is described as cold, “like hoar-frost tears,” yet this image paradoxically evokes a kind of emotional warmth, as it blends subtle motifs of sacred purity with emotional fragility. This tension reflects the poem’s broader interplay between desire and devotion. The reference to the “blazing candles” and her “golden image” situates Dwynwen within a ritual and material context possibly referring to the physical statue at her shrine in Llanddwyn, the reference to “keeping vigil” evokes traditional medieval practices of pilgrimage and votive devotion, suggesting an active, embodied form of worship. This ritual act, coupled with the promise that no one leaves Llanddwyn “with sickness or heavy mind,” positions Dwynwen as a local yet powerful saint whose presence is both accessible and effective. The phrase “heavy mind” clearly gestures toward emotional and psychological suffering rather than physical illness alone, thereby reinforcing her role as a healer of the heart [footnoteRef:32034].

The poem also positions the poet himself as being in direct need of Dwynwen’s intervention. Dafydd ap Gwilym’s real-life love interest, a woman named Morfudd, is the source of intense emotional suffering, and it is this longing that compels him to seek Dwynwen’s aid. In his petition, Dafydd explicitly asks Dwynwen to act as a llatai (a love-messenger) thereby invoking her as both saint and mediator. This appeal is more than a poetic convention; it represents a meaningful attempt to enlist a spiritual figure in the facilitation of romantic union. In doing so, Dafydd blurs the boundaries between sacred intercession and secular desire. Dwynwen becomes a kind of spiritual emissary, straddling the line between religious sanctity and poetic romanticism. Her invocation in this context suggests not just the power to heal, but the power to legitimise love [footnoteRef:12621]. [32034:  Dafydd ap Gwilym, Galw ar Ddwynwen [accessed 17 May 2025].]  [12621:  Dafydd ap Gwilym, Galw ar Ddwynwen [accessed 17 May 2025].] 

The lines “You need never fear sinful, ensnaring carnal desire” construct Dwynwen’s chastity not merely as a pious virtue, but as the very foundation of her spiritual authority and the reason she is venerated as a trustworthy spiritual mediator. Her celibacy is presented as a source of moral clarity, positioning her above the corrupting influence of physical desire. The poem reinforces this contrast by referencing “a strumpet,” setting Dwynwen’s purity in direct opposition to the perceived sexual threat posed by jealous or morally suspect rivals. In this way, Dwynwen becomes not only a paragon of virtue, but also a mobile, steadfast, and incorruptible presence within the emotional landscape of the poem. Her role suggests not merely symbolic movement or divine authority, but a sanctified power that transcends physical space. This is reinforced by the poet’s plea for her to journey “from Llanddwyn… to Cwm-y-gro,” a request that frames her as a spiritually active figure whose influence is not confined to a single shrine, but who moves freely across the devotional terrain of medieval Wales [footnoteRef:19657].

Dafydd ends the poem by elevating Dwynwen from a personal spiritual mediator to a figure of national significance. By describing her as a “boon to a whole nation” and invoking “Brychan Yrth,” her legendary father, the poet weave's themes of ancestry and Welsh identity into her sanctity. This move roots Dwynwen’s spiritual authority not only in her chastity and intercessory power, but also in her symbolic status as a daughter of Wales. Her “unerring” prayers and “bleeding faith” evoke a sense of deeper, redemptive suffering, aligning her with the spiritual weight and sacrificial character often found in medieval sainthood. The final plea for her to “intercede” situates Dwynwen firmly in the traditional role of a saintly intermediary between the supplicant and the divine, while also asserting her as a distinctly Welsh figure whose influence extends beyond the personal to the collective [footnoteRef:20367].

Comparatively, Iolo’s account offers a richly embellished portrayal of Dwynwen’s life, heavily influenced by Romantic-era emotionalism and allegory. It follows a clear narrative path: love, rejection, suffering, divine vision, transformation, and sainthood. The writing appears to be styled after hagiographical works but is also heavily influenced by Iolo’s own literary conventions and symbolism [footnoteRef:14388].  [19657:  Dafydd ap Gwilym, Galw ar Ddwynwen [accessed 17 May 2025].]  [20367:  Dafydd ap Gwilym, Galw ar Ddwynwen [accessed 17 May 2025].]  [14388:  Iolo Morganwg, ‘Dwynwen’, in The Iolo Manuscripts: A Selection of Ancient Welsh Manuscripts, in Prose and Verse, ed. by Taliesin Williams (London: Welsh MSS Society, 1848), pp. 473–74, https://ia601701.us.archive.org/3/items/iolomanuscriptss00willuoft/iolomanuscriptss00willuoft.pdf [accessed 17 May 2025].
] 


The emphasis on emotional catastrophe and divine cure is evident in Iolo’s account, where emotional trauma is intertwined with supernatural intervention, transforming inner turmoil into a magical consequence. Dwynwen “prayed that God would cure her of her love,” and in response, an angel “gave her a delicious liquor,” which caused Maelon to “become frozen to a lump of ice.” This transformation of Maelon does not appear in Dafydd’s poems, and, unlike Dafydd’s use of metaphor, where emotional states are symbolically rendered, Iolo’s narrative literalises the act, turning metaphor into physical reality [footnoteRef:23003]. [23003:  Iolo Morganwg, ‘Dwynwen’, in The Iolo Manuscripts: A Selection of Ancient Welsh Manuscripts, in Prose and Verse, ed. by Taliesin Williams (London: Welsh MSS Society, 1848), pp. 473–74, https://ia601701.us.archive.org/3/items/iolomanuscriptss00willuoft/iolomanuscriptss00willuoft.pdf [accessed 17 May 2025].] 


The three wishes define Dwynwen’s sainthood as moral, romantic, and renunciatory. Rather than being sanctified through traditional acts of healing or devotion, she is made saintly through her ethical appeals and supernatural influence. She first shows mercy by asking “that Maelon be unfrozen,” then expresses romantic idealism in wishing “that true-hearted lovers be aided or cured,” and finally renounces earthly desire altogether by praying “that she should never wish to marry.” Together, these requests frame her sanctity as one rooted in emotional integrity and moral resolution a concept that comes across more didactic than devotional [footnoteRef:7769]. [7769:  Morganwg, ‘Dwynwen’, The Iolo Manuscripts, p. 473-474] 

The line “Whereupon she took the veil and became a saint” highlights that her sainthood is presented more as a reward for moral integrity than for spiritual devotion. Her transformation into sainthood is narratively tidy, but it lacks the experiential depth of Dafydd’s portrayal of living devotion, or the sense of communal veneration found in traditional hagiography. Dwynwen’s association with romantic love aligns only partially with early hagiographic tropes of female sanctity, such as chastity, renunciation, and divine intervention. While Dafydd ap Gwilym’s Galw ar Ddwynwen shows that she was venerated in the 14th century as a healer of emotional pain, it does not mention Maelon, dreams, or miracle potions, indicating these aspects are later additions, likely from Iolo Morganwg. Therefore, it is prudent to suggest her patronage of lovers stems less from fulfilled romantic union than from love’s denial and the emotional and spiritual resolution and clarity that follows it [footnoteRef:28258]. [28258:  Morganwg, ‘Dwynwen’, The Iolo Manuscripts, p. 473-474] 

The cult of Dwynwen and her role as patron saint of lovers is most tangibly evidenced at Llanddwyn, a remote coastal site on Ynys Môn (Anglesey), which served as the focal point of her veneration throughout the medieval and early modern periods. While much of the more popular literary material surrounding her legend was developed later, archaeological and anecdotal evidence testify to an enduring devotional practice deeply rooted in place, ritual, and pilgrimage up until the 18h century [footnoteRef:16506]. [16506:   Gwynedd Archaeological Trust, Llanddwyn Church, Anglesey: Report on the Excavation of the Church and Graveyard, 1994–1995 (GAT Report No. 966, 2022), https://www.walesher1974.org/her/groups/GAT/media/GAT_Reports/GATreport_966_compressed.pdf [accessed 17 May 2025].
] 

In 1478, William Worcester described Dwynwen as being buried within her chapel, located about two miles from the village of Newbridge, highlighting archaeology referenced in earlier 12th-century sources, and the continuity of worship and local history [footnoteRef:20267]. [20267:  GAT, Llanddwyn Church, Anglesey, p. 3] 

In 1535, during the reign of Henry VIII, the church of Llanddwyn was recorded in the Valor Ecclesiasticus as being worth 20 marks (£13 6s 8d). The tithes reveal the financial significance of pilgrimages to the church: corn, milk, and lambs contributed a total of 13s 7d, while the ‘offerynges of charitable peple to the Saynt in tymes past’ amounted to £12 6s 8d. This highlights not only the material support given by local communities but also the importance of devotional giving by pilgrims, underlining Llanddwyn’s status as a key spiritual Icon [footnoteRef:7899].

Whilst in 1537 there is a direct quotation from a Welsh soldier, Elis Grufudd of Gronant in Flintshire, who was traveling back from France to Britain. Frightened by a storm during the crossing, and although an advocate for religious reform, he and others on board began calling on the help of God and His saints, promising to make an offering to Dwynwen. This again highlights the enduring and widespread veneration of Dwynwen beyond her local shrine, mirroring Dafydd ap Gwilym's sentiments, showing that those sympathetic to reformist ideas continued to seek her intercession in moments of crisis [footnoteRef:13852]. [7899:  GAT, Llanddwyn Church, Anglesey, p. 3]  [13852:  Lisa Margaret Garland, Aspects of Welsh Saints’ Cults and Pilgrimage c.1066–1530 (University of Oxford, 2003), p. 278.] 

Hywel Rheinallt, writing in the Middle Ages, describes Llanddwyn as “the star of the country,” highlighting how large crowds from both Gwynedd Is-Conwy and Gwynedd Uwch-Conwy made pilgrimage to the church and its holy well, leaving offerings of gold and wax. This widespread devotion is vividly illustrated in the Cywydd by Dafydd Trefor, who portrays the scene as one of overwhelming communal reverence: “An innumerable myriad of men are to be found [there] — sick people, cripples, and the weak bustling between the holy wells, hill slopes covered like a king’s army, people from the countryside, everyone on his knees.” This powerful imagery emphasizes not only the scale of veneration at Llanddwyn but also the saint’s role as a spiritual healer and intercessor for both physical and emotional ailments. The extensive pilgrimage tradition underscores Dwynwen’s enduring significance within the medieval Welsh devotional landscape, rooted deeply in place, ritual, and popular piety [footnoteRef:22690].

whilst the church itself fell into ruin during the 16th century, the holy well associated with Dwynwen was revered not only for its healing properties but also as a site of divination up until the 18th century. Women, seeking to discern the faithfulness of their lovers, would visit the well accompanied by an elderly woman. They would present her with a handkerchief, which she would then use to interpret the movements of the fish within the well, believed to reveal the truth about their partners’ loyalty. This practice highlights the intertwining of spiritual healing and folk belief in the popular veneration of Dwynwen, reflecting the deep cultural importance of the well as both a physical and symbolic locus of love, trust, and uncertainty [footnoteRef:7342]. Whilst there is a spring named Ffynnon Dwynwen there is scant evidence of the scheduled monument being used as sources describe [footnoteRef:31641].

Dwynwen’s tale revolves around one overarching theme: her sanctity is intimately connected to her femininity and adherence to moral and ethical codes, with her virginity portrayed as the essential bridge to her prescribed divinity and ability to heal. This connection between her purity and sanctity is central to why she is regarded as the patron saint of lovers [footnoteRef:30918]

The theme of healing is a recurring motif in the lives of Celtic saints and frequently casts them as “visionary healers.” Dwynwen, like Gwenfrewy (Winefride) and Eluned, can be situated within this tradition due to her apparent affinity with the seers and healers found in early Irish literature, figures such as Fingal, who, though operating outside a Christian framework, also communicated with supernatural forces to bring about physical or emotional healing [footnoteRef:14314].  [22690:  Jayne Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008), p. 88.]  [7342:  Jayne Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008), p. 88-91]  [31641:  Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, St Dwynwen’s Church, Llanddwyn Island, Coflein, NPRN 27548, accessed 22 May 2025, https://coflein.gov.uk/en/site/27548/.]  [30918:  Jayne Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008), p. 88-91]  [14314:  E. R. Henken, ‘Healing’, in The Welsh Saints: A Study in Patterned Lives. P 314-316] 

While these ancient seers and Christian saints are separated by time and theology, their roles exhibit striking parallels in function and cultural purpose. Given the centrality of oral tradition in Celtic societies, it is plausible to suggest that Dwynwen’s later characterisation as a healing saint may have been influenced by the collective memory of these earlier, more fluid spiritual figures. This, coupled with the sanctity associated with the chastity of noble women, a recurring theme in both early hagiography and medieval cultural ideals, likely contributed to the shaping of Dwynwen’s saintly identity. 
When considering the sources within the context of 12th- and 13th-century Wales and Europe, Dwynwen’s story can also be read as a moralising narrative designed to protect and regulate female behaviour. Like the virgins featured in the translations of Latin saints’ lives, Dwynwen embodies the model of the noble, chaste Christian woman who resists temptation, renounces desire, and channels emotional suffering into spiritual strength.
Dwynwen's virginity and withdrawal from romantic entanglement align her with a class of women whose sainthood was framed not through action or martyrdom, but through moral purity and the avoidance of uncontrolled emotion, sexual vulnerability, or pagan custom. Her story reflects a didactic impulse to model a sanctified femininity that was safe, stable, and spiritually authoritative within a patriarchal Christian society [footnoteRef:10536]

Dwynwens portrayal as beautiful yet untouched by earthly desires, a “bride of Christ” whose femininity is central to her iconography is inherently paradoxical. In her portrayal she is both vulnerable and innocent, yet strong and independent. Dwynwen embodies duality, achieving spiritual triumph through self-denial and ultimately achieves Sainthood. However, this traditional depiction appears to have shaped the understanding of Dwynwen only up to a certain point, before later reinterpretations added new layers to her story [footnoteRef:398] [10536:  Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Saints’ Lives and the Female Reader (Woodbridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001), p. 315-316]  [398:  Jayne Cartwright, Feminine Sanctity and Spirituality in Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008), p. 88-91] 

However, In a period marked by concerns over  sexual discipline, Church ideologies, and Anglo-Norman conquests such narratives worked to inscribe ideals of feminine virtue and submission into the devotional imagination, it is Dafydd ap Gwilym’s poetic supplications that first shaped and popularized this image of Dwynwen as a figure associated with love and lovers.
The similarities in Iolo’s work, Dafydd ap Gwilym’s poems, and other sources reveal continuities in Dwynwen’s portrayal. These traits suggest there was either tangible evidence or a longstanding tradition that supported Dwynwen’s veneration from as early as the 5th or 6th century through to the 18th century, likely shaped by a blend of ancient Celtic influences predating Christianity and later Christian frameworks, including 12th-century Latin translations of saints’ lives. 
However, it is the differences in her portrayal that highlight the evolving nature of Dwynwen’s image, specifically in the 18th century, which likely enabled the emergence of more fantastical elements in her legend and cult which shifted her identification from spiritual healer to patron saint of lovers. The story of Dwynwen presents a compelling case for cultural reinvention, particularly when examined through the lens of what Eric Hobsbawm identifies as an “invented tradition”, a practice or narrative that constructs a symbolic continuity with the past to serve present cultural or national purposes [footnoteRef:14334]. [14334:  Eric Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition, ed. by Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 2.] 

In this light, the modern reinvention of Dwynwen as the patron saint of lovers appears as a strategic adaptation of existing motifs to serve cultural needs in modern Wales. the differences between Iolo's reinterpretation of Dwynwens tale from Daffydds poem reflect an 18th-century sensibility that aligns with the broader Romantic movement’s desire to rediscover and reshape native traditions in emotionally resonant terms .
[footnoteRef:32537]
This reimagining of tradition is most visibly realised in the 20th-century revival and promotion of Dydd Santes Dwynwen as a distinctly Welsh alternative to Valentine’s Day, the modern reinvention of Dwynwen as the patron saint of lovers appears as a strategic adaptation of existing motifs to meet modern cultural needs in Wales. Edward Jones (1752-1824) and John Byng highlight the sudden and steep decline in all things Welsh, with the natives becoming more like the “English” [footnoteRef:29545]. 

During the Romantic period, Welsh scholars and antiquarians sought to rediscover the customs and beliefs they believed had been lost. When these could not be recovered, they did not hesitate to invent entirely new traditions, some of them, as Hobsbawm notes, “quite extraordinary”, which would go on to shape the cultural consciousness of modern Wales. However, many of these reinventions drew heavily from earlier frameworks, particularly Wales’s threefold representation prior to and during the Norman conquest. This included an emphasis on Britain's mythological past, preserved through oral traditions such as the Triads; the conversion of the Britons to Christianity and their defence against the pagan Saxons; and the genealogical histories of native rulers and saints. These elements anchored in memory, place, and legend provided fertile ground for Romantic reappropriation. Sacred wells, ancient pilgrimage sites, and mythic figures like Arthur were reimagined and reconnected with emerging nationalist ideals, reinforcing a sense of historical continuity and spiritual identity for modern Wales [footnoteRef:10604] [32537:  Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition, p. 6]  [29545:  Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition, p. 43
]  [10604:  Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition, p. 46] 

Prior to the years of Iolo Morganwg’s exploits, Welsh culture had come dangerously close to collapse. The Welsh language was in decline, traditional music was increasingly misunderstood or neglected, and the once-vibrant bardic tradition had lost much of its social relevance. Fewer people engaged in the poetic arts, and the oral culture that had sustained Welsh identity for centuries was fragmenting. The communal structures of the Welsh bonedd (gentry), once rooted in kinship, hospitality, and shared cultural expression, began to erode as the gentry sought to emulate the private, estate-centred lifestyles of the English elite [footnoteRef:5573] [5573:  Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition, p. 46] 

In this context of cultural decline and identity anxiety, the Welsh literati and scholars of the Romantic period became instrumental in the revitalisation of what they perceived as authentic Welsh culture. Motivated by a deep sense of loss and national urgency, they actively sought to “hunt out” their ancestral past and preserve, and, where necessary, recreate traditions for the benefit of the Welsh people. This process was not purely antiquarian; it was a cultural mission, rooted in the belief that Wales could recover its historical dignity and distinctiveness through the imaginative reconstruction of its mythic, linguistic, and spiritual heritage, and it is here that Iolo’s creative reinterpretations played a crucial role in shaping a renewed Welsh identity. [footnoteRef:24734] [24734:  Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition, p. 56] 

Iolo’s inventions, however spurious, found fertile ground. They offered not only a literary revival, but a mythic continuity with a heroic past, allowing Wales to imagine itself as culturally distinct, historically rich, and spiritually enduring, and by 1815 Iolo had succeeded in proliferating his ideas across Wales and cemented his invented traditions as a continuity to Wales forgotten past [footnoteRef:18705]In this way, Dwynwen’s transformation into the patron saint of lovers is best understood as a product of Romantic nationalism, and, what Hobsbawm calls “invented tradition” [footnoteRef:15598]. [18705:  Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition, p. 56]  [15598:  Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition, p. 2.] 

Dwynwen's modern cult, rooted more in symbolic storytelling than continuous medieval devotion, reflects the need to establish a Welsh counterpart to figures like Valentine. Iolo Morganwg’s embellished narrative, though historically dubious, aligned seamlessly with Romantic ideals of emotional intensity, moral purity, and cultural rootedness. When contrasted with Dafydd ap Gwilym’s grounded, experiential portrayal and the more sober devotional traditions of the medieval cult at Llanddwyn, it becomes clear that Dwynwen’s legacy was reconfigured to meet evolving cultural desires of those seeking to revive Welsh culture. She became, in essence, not only a saint of the heart, but a saint for the national imagination, bridging folklore, poetic reverence, and modern identity.
When examining Dwynwen’s veneration in the broader context of female sainthood, particularly within Celtic and Latin traditions, it becomes clear that her identification as a patron of lovers is both exceptional and telling. While many female saints across Christian Europe were venerated for their chastity, martyrdom, or healing powers, Dwynwen’s cult uniquely blends these elements with an emotional and romantic function that sets her apart.
Saint Winefride (Gwenfrewy), for instance, was a Welsh virgin martyr who resisted unwanted sexual advances, was beheaded, and subsequently restored to life. Her narrative is firmly rooted in hagiographic tropes, chastity preserved through suffering, miraculous intervention, and sainthood through martyrdom. Winefride’s shrine at Holywell became associated with healing, particularly of physical ailments, and attracted pilgrims for centuries. However, unlike Dwynwen, Winefride’s story never intersects with the emotional dynamics of mutual romantic love or inner suffering borne of desire; her virtue lies in defiance, not reconciliation [footnoteRef:15173]  [15173:  H. Feiss and R. E. Pepin, ‘The Life of St Winifred, Virgin Martyr’, in The Two Medieval Lives of St Winifred, pp. 27-35 ] 

Saint Eluned, another of Brychan Brycheiniog’s many saintly daughters, offers a closer parallel to Dwynwen in terms of context, but not content. Like Winefride, Eluned was pursued by a suitor she rejected and ultimately martyred for her refusal. Her sanctity is again framed by the Latin ideal of passive suffering and the preservation of chastity unto death. While her story may have localised elements, such as being associated with a healing spring near Brecon, her cult lacks the emotional complexity and romantic association found in Dwynwen’s tradition [footnoteRef:10065]  [10065:  Jeanne Mehan, Saints of the Landscape: Eluned, Daughter of Brychan Brycheiniog (PowerPoint presentation, 23 October 2020), accessed 22 May 2025. Available at: St Eluned.pdf] 

What makes Dwynwen unique is how Welsh tradition allowed her veneration to absorb more folk-oriented, emotional, and even romantic dimensions. Through Dafydd ap Gwilym’s poetic invocation of her as a spiritual llatai, and later through Iolo Morganwg’s embellishments, Dwynwen becomes a figure who doesn’t just endure romantic suffering, she guides others through it. Her cult stands at the intersection of spiritual healing and human emotion, preserving chastity while also validating love and longing. This contrast reveals a key difference between the Latin hagiographic model, with its emphasis on passive suffering and doctrinal purity, and the Welsh devotional imagination, which permits saints to embody emotional complexity and folk function. 
Dwynwen is regarded as the patron saint of lovers due to a complex interplay of medieval devotion, poetic imagination, and later cultural reinvention. While modern interpretations tend to focus on romantic love, extant evidence reveals a broader and more layered tradition. The 14th-century poem Galw ar Ddwynwen by Dafydd ap Gwilym confirms that she was already venerated in the medieval period as a healer of emotional pain and a spiritual intermediary. Her association with romantic love, as popularly understood today, is far more clearly developed in the 18th-century narrative crafted by Iolo Morganwg. His embellished account introduces symbolic elements like Maelon’s transformation and the granting of divine wishes, which reflect Romantic-era ideals and a moralised vision of emotional restraint and virtue.
Archaeological and documentary records, including evidence of pilgrimage to Llanddwyn and offerings made at her shrine and holy well, affirm that Dwynwen’s cult had widespread and enduring significance in medieval and early modern Wales. This suggests that her sanctity was rooted in local devotion and ritual practice long before her Romantic reimagining.
However, it is the 19th- and 20th-century reception of her legend, particularly the promotion of Dydd Santes Dwynwen as a Welsh alternative to Valentine’s Day. Viewed through the lens of Eric Hobsbawm’s concept of “invented tradition,” this revival reflects the strategic adaptation of historical motifs to serve modern cultural and nationalist needs. Dwynwen’s chastity, emotional suffering, and symbolic resolution of romantic longing made her an ideal figure through which to project Welsh distinctiveness, spiritual heritage, and emotional identity.
Dwynwen’s role as the patron saint of lovers is not the product of a single moment or source, but the outcome of a long process of reinterpretation. The extant literary, historical, and archaeological evidence reveals her early spiritual significance, while later traditions layered her with new meaning. She stands as a powerful example of how female sainthood can evolve to reflect changing devotional, cultural, and national values across time
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