A CRITICAL APPRECIATION OF THE LIFE OF ST DAVID BY RHYGYFARCH

Rhygyfarch ap Sulien (1056-1099) was mainly responsible for the flourishing of the cult of St. David through his Latin manuscript the Life of St. David (Vita S. David). E. G. Bowen however suggests the cult was in South East Wales 150 years before Rhygyfarch’s Vita was written.[footnoteRef:1]  The well-known maxim that two pilgrimages to St. David’s were believed to be equal in spiritual rewards to one to Rome explains perhaps the magnificence of its Cathedral in such a bleak western promontory of Pembrokeshire, partly the result of the shrine offerings of countless pilgrims throughout the centuries.[footnoteRef:2]                      [1:  E.G.Bowen, The Settlement of the Celtic Saints (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1956), 62.]  [2:  Jane Cartwright, Celtic Hagiography and Saints Cults (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2003), 12.] 


Possibly Rhygyfarch’s (Ricemarchus’) Vita stimulated the beginning of a whole new genre of Welsh Lives of the Saints in the latter part of the eleventh century.[footnoteRef:3]  David Petts stresses the influence of the prevailing political situation which coloured the Vitae and had their parallel in England and Ireland. In connecting David to the royal house in Ceredigion and linking William the Conqueror’s visit to St. David’s in 1081with as much political implications as spiritual, Rhygyfarch’s assertion of the cult of St. David was of paramount importance and was therefore reflected in his Vita.[footnoteRef:4]  It is prosaically described by F.G. Cowley as basically a public relations exercise.[footnoteRef:5] (thirty 0ne) [3:  A.W.Wade-Evans, Edward Lloyd, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae et Genealogiae (Cardiff: Ashley Drake Publishing Ltd, 1944), XIV.]  [4:  David Petts, The Early Medieval Church in Wales (Stroud: The History Press, 2009), 45.]  [5:  J. Wyn-Evans and Jonathon M, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2007), 275.] 


The Welsh Life (Buched Dewi) was thought to have been written in Llanddewibrefi by an anchorite in about 1346. David Dumville remarks that the Welsh version has no assertions of originality but depends greatly on the Vespasian version of the Life.  This version has a more personal familiar character more appropriate to a Welsh reader. Reference to the cult of St. David having its genesis in Pebidiog has attracted many contrasting arguments but Heather James concludes that it cannot be denied that it was focussed there by the ninth century and had received National recognition.[footnoteRef:6]           [6:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nations, 81.] 


Rhygyfarch was a member of the influential family which governed the Clas in Llanbadarn Fawr in the eleventh century and the son of Sulien who was twice bishop of St. David’s. Of his four sons, the most impressive member of this family was Rhygyfarch.[footnoteRef:7]   He was commended in the Brut for his academic excellence and was admired not only by the Welsh but also the English and the Normans.[footnoteRef:8]   Before he died at the age of forty three, his most famous Vita proved a seminal document in our understanding of the life of the Patron Saint of Wales though Glanmor Williams strikes a cautionary note by stating that as Rhygyfarch’s Vita may have relied on early sources transmitted orally and containing much legendary material, it makes the authenticity of David’s deeds questionable.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  Michael Richter, Geraldus Cambrensis (Aberystwyth: National Library of Wales Revised Edition, 1976), 34.]  [8: 8 D. Simon Evans, The Welsh Life of St David (Cardiff: The University of Wales Press, 1988), XX.]  [9:  Glanmor Williams, The Welsh Church from Conquest to Reformation (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1962), 3.] 


It is generally accepted that Llanbadarn Fawr is where the Vita was written in about 1090. According to D. Simon Evans this won the support for example of A.W. Wade-Evan’s and W.H. Davies.  Lack of precision on the part of Wade-Evans is revealed since elsewhere he claims the Vita was a negative reaction towards the suspension of Wilfred, Bishop of St. David’s by Archbishop Anselm of Canterbury which took place in about 1095. J.W.James also claiming a date approximating to 1095 proposed Anselm’s action at that time may explain the narrative of David’s visit to the Patriarch of Jerusalem. M. Richter was obviously concurring with James when he allows the date of 1093-5 without further comment.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Evans, The Welsh Life of St David, XXV.] 


Richard Sharpe reminds us that Rhygyfarch humbly identified himself as the author of his Vita in the last chapter where he beseeches his readers to ‘pray for me, who am named Rhygyfarch and who rashly applied my inadequate talent to this subject’.[footnoteRef:11]  His reason for writing his Vita in Latin had both hagiograpical and political aspects. In an article in the Western Mail by the commentator Clive Betts he rightly suggested Rhygyfarch’s motivations for writing were political to convince the Normans of the strong religious significance of Pembrokeshire and to secure the independence of Wales from Canterbury, enabling the country to have its own Primate. He omitted however another principal hagiographical reason for Rhygyfarch’s Vita which was his disciplined monastic practices and holiness of life which marked out David as a great leader.[footnoteRef:12]  Thus Oliver Davies paints a  picture of how one can determine the character of Welsh spirituality by reflecting on the lives of the early saints. These focussed on showing the life of an individual as conforming to the life of Christ.[footnoteRef:13]  At the beginning of his text, Rhygyfarch speaks of special signs on the occasion of David’s birth that enabled witnesses to see in him ‘another Christ’ and therefore worthy of hagiographical inclusion.[footnoteRef:14]  There are other links to the life of Christ in the text such as the raising of the dead son after the beseeching of his mother (Chapter 51).  St. David is also painted by Rhygyfarch as a strict ascetic with a commanding control over his monastery and as emphasising a strict culture of rule keeping, qualifying him to be seen as a worthy Patron Saint. [11:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and nation, 90.]  [12:  Clive Betts, Western Mail  1st March 2002 ]  [13: Oliver Davies, Celtic Christianity in Early Medieval Wales, 11.]  [14:  Oliver Davies, Celtic Spirituality (Mahwah New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1999), 35.] 


Rhygyfarch characterises David as a theological defender of orthodox faith. At a time when some Religious Orders were in danger of losing their initial vision, in the Vita, Rhygyfarch characterised David as standing against this trend by his unique level of holiness. Any doubt that David espoused Pelagian ideas was completely dispelled at the Synod of Brefi. [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 17.] 


Various motifs appear in Rhygyfarch’s text. Water is a motif which is regularly repeated throughout the Vita, springs suddenly appearing miraculously throughout the narrative. A significant one was at David’s baptism when a stream of water appeared and used by the Bishop of Munster for the christening. Afterwards the water was used for healing of a blind man.[footnoteRef:16]  David’s ascetic lifestyle was marked. His rigid diet of bread and water, his practice of standing up his neck in cold water to pray and the strict discipline he demanded of his monks. Sexual behaviour is another recurring motif. Baia’s wife arranging lewd activities to distract David’s disciples.[footnoteRef:17]  Another highly significant example is the rape of Nonnita (Non) resulting in the conception of David.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 117.]  [17:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 123.]  [18:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 113.] 


It is through the different texts of Rhygyfarch’s Vita that we have access to our knowledge of St. Non according to Jane Cartwright. Non whilst being an unusual example of a raped female saint, there are others.[footnoteRef:19]   Patrick Thomas claims the focus on virginity in the Vita may have been the expression of the Welsh Church to discipline the clergy on their need for celibacy in line with Norman convention.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 182 -183.]  [20:  Ian Bradley, Celtic Christianity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999), 49.] 


His Vita was also utilised to strengthen the case for the Cathedral of St. David’s to being that of having metropolitan status.[footnoteRef:21]  Preservation of the prestige of David and therefore the site of St. David’s together with Welsh nationalistic claims was a major focus in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Norah Chadwick considers Rhygyfarch may have written his Vita in 1081 for two possible reasons; to back up the stance of his father Sulien in supporting a formal agreement between the Welsh princes or perhaps to convince William the Conqueror during his pilgrimage to the Shrine of St. David’s to realise the preeminent position of St. David’s and support the Welsh Church against intrusion by Canterbury.  James, however, rejects the dating of Chadwick on the grounds that at the time of the Conqueror’s visit there was very little evidence of aggression towards the Welsh Church. William’s visit did not precipitate any attack caused by the positive attitude of the diocese towards its independence from Canterbury.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Oliver Davies, Celtic Christianity in Early Medieval Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1996), 11.]  [22: John William James, Rhigyfarch’s Life of St David (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1967), XI.] 


Another argument of James is that the suspension of Wilfred bishop of St. David’s by Anselm Archbishop of Canterbury for supporting the Welsh in their warfare against the Normans in 1093, stimulated the inclusion of the visit of David to Jerusalem with its story of his Primational elevation. This section, James argues, fits better chronologically with 1093-95 rather than the earlier date of 1081 claimed by Chadwick.  A reaction to a now lost Vita for Cadog by Lifris, David’s main rival in South Wales as a candidate for primary status, may have proved yet another incentive for Rhygyfarch writing his Vita which in any event demonstrates that St. Davids was a place of great prestige.[footnoteRef:23]        [23:  Cartwight, Celtic Hagiography and Saints Cults, 34.] 


[bookmark: It]It is a consensus amongst historians that the Vita reflects the reaction to the aggressive attitude of the Normans towards the independence of the Welsh Church and the See of St. David’s especially.  Sulien the father of Rhygyfarch was, according to Wendy Davies, obsessed with the claim of St. David’s. The Vita was apparently written to recognise David as an Archbishop and that his role as Primate of the Welsh Church being settled in the diocese founded by him.  He was shown in the Vita as being consecrated in Jerusalem as Archbishop by its Patriarch and on another occasion by the British Episcopate, Sovereigns and nobility so ensuring both a Catholic and National affirmation.[footnoteRef:24]   Reference to David’s fight against the Pelagian heresy is made clear in Chapter 49.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Bradley, Celtic Christianity, 47.]  [25:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 143.] 


Richard Sharpe and John R. Davies assess the textual challenges involved in the different recensions of the Vita. One is the longer Vespasian recension. Another is the shorter Nero-Digby recension. They both reject James’s popularly accepted view that the Nero-Digby should predominate over the Vespasian revision. In particular Sharpe’s view is that it should be seen not so much as an original text interpreted by later commentators but as a simplified less verbose recension and therefore more accessible to the wider constituency than the local community.  This had particular relevance for the attempts of Bishop Bernard’s campaign to promote St. David’s diocese to Metropolitan status.[footnoteRef:26]    [26:  Wade-Evans, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae et Genealogiae, XIV.] 


In the preface to his book ‘RhIgyfarch’s Life of St David’ James claims the earliest texts of Rhygyfarch stem from approximately 1150.  James also asserts that Rhygyfarch’s Vita contained in twenty five Manuscripts and four printed texts including Wharton’s copy of 1691 and can be arranged into groups of five recensions.  The realisation by Bernard, the earliest Norman Bishop of St. David’s, of the importance of two copies of the Vita intensified his ambition for the enhancement of the See of St. David’s and the claim for David to be created Patron Saint of Wales. To that end he created Rhygyfarch’s two brothers Ieuan and Daniel to archidiaconal status in his diocese, John as Archdeacon of Cardigan and Ieuan as Archdeacon of Powys. Possibly these promotions were also Bernard’s reaction to the demotion of the Llanbadarn Clas when in 1116 it was handed over to Gloucester Abbey as a cell. To further enhance his ambitions, Bernard may have made alterations to the text though there is only internal evidence to support this theory.    

Rhygyfarch’s self disclosure of the authorship of The Vita which appears in two versions at varying times according to Sharpe is acknowledged as representing most accurately the work of Rhygyfarch. These two versions were later the focus of much academic arguments especially between James and Wade-Evans. The shorter version, from the twelfth century, was a universally accessible transcript. Later in 1516 an abridged copy was printed with other editions of the whole or part of his work appearing in 1645, 1668 and 1691. This last edition with Henry Wharton as its editor, was the first to draw on the longer text being conserved at Brecon priory which by the Seventeenth century also held with other documents collected by Sir Robert Cotton it gained its name ‘Vespasian’ through it being housed in Cotton’s library under the bust of the Roman Emperor Vespasian.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 90.] 

 
In another of Cotton’s collection, Wharton utilised Vitellius E.vii. This was another copy of the Vita by the reviser Gerald of Wales at the end of the twelfth century. Wharton, upon discovering the Vespasian text was more comprehensive, printed parts of it, to add to the version of Gerald. It was not before 1853 that the full Vespasian text was printed by William Jenkins Rees.  This long version was re-edited by Wade-Evans,  He added an English version in addition to his Latin copy. The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge reprinted the English text in 1923. The Latin was reprinted and included with Vitae of other Saints of Wales from the Vespasian text amongst others in the book of Wade-Evans Vitae Sanctorium Britanniae et Genealogiae 1944.  It was not until James, Chancellor of Bangor Cathedral (1940-64) brought out his new text that the earlier ones were superseded. James helpfully enumerates the versions of Rhygyfarch’s Vita together with their recensions and where they are deposited.[footnoteRef:28]  [28: James, Rhigyfarch’s life of St David, XII – XXXVIII. ] 


Sharpe notes that James’ vast academic work had gained him knowledge of twenty five Latin texts and ten Welsh manuscripts.  His supposition was that his new version was superior than the earlier ones on the argument that the Vespasian text was a recension of the Vita about 1200 and adding some alterations made earlier in about 1190. The mixture of the two sets of manuscripts were claimed by James to be the fundamental twelve century Latin text and therefore the fresh text for Bishop Bernard whose episcopate was at St. David’s 1115 to 1145.[footnoteRef:29]         [29:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 91.] 


The ambiguity of James about how his text was unlike that of Rhygyfarch’s caused great negativity from the established academic order.  Sharpe’s counter argument was that James was wrong in demoting the Vespasian text since for Sharpe, it  approximated very closely to Rhygyfarch’s text.[footnoteRef:30]   Indeed even James admitted the presence of the Vespasian Manuscript in the British Museum had resulted in it making the greatest impression of all the texts of Rhygyfarch’s Vita. The support of Baring-Gould and Fisher in 1913 helped to hail Vespasian as the best text. James had his supporters who respected his academic work and after various punctuations his endeavours where brought to a climax by an invitation in 1959 by Bishop John Richards for James to deliver a lecture on the Patron Saint. By that time James was familiar with twenty five Latin texts.[footnoteRef:31]   [30:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 92.]  [31:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St David of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 93.] 


Much complicated and detailed academic arguments in recent times as to the authentic version of Rhygyfarch’s Vita have been expounded. Sharpe’s assessment is that in spite of his acknowledgement of James’ academic reputation and his editing a twelfth century version of text which had proved popular in England and Normandy, he maintained that the arguments used by James in failing to acknowledge the Vespasian text as the principal manuscript are without foundation. Sharpe’s encouragement to those who would study Rhygyfarch’s work is to use the Vespasian text.[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  Wyn-Evans, Wooding, St Davd of Wales Cult, Church and Nation, 105.] 


Rhygyfarch’s great patriotism exemplified by his ‘Lament’ which expresses the sufferings of the Welsh through the Norman incursions into Pembrokeshire reflects the great stress experienced by the Welsh through the advance into their territory by the Normans. This must have galvanised his determination to restore the honour and dignity of his beloved church at St. David’s and the preservation of the independence of the Welsh church and Nation. Sian Victory reminds us that in chapter 6 Rhygyfarch states that he had assembled evidence of David’s Life to glorify the Father and to set an example to others.[footnoteRef:33]  He is portrayed as the supreme candidate for Sainthood because of his ‘other Christ’ holiness combined with his firm monastic discipline and example of an ascetic life. All these characteristics make him a fearless leader, suitable Bishop of St. David’s and Primate of Wales. This was accomplished between 1119 and 1124 when the Pope in a unique event canonised him.     [33:  Sian Victory, The Celtic Church in Wales (London: SPCK, 1977), 115.] 


Rhygyfarch’s impressive Vita Davidis is the icon of these aspirations.
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