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The holy relic of Saint Teilo’s Skull: It’s history, folklore and legend
Introduction: 
St Teilos skull, or traditionally known as Penglog Teilo, is a relic connected to fascinating southwest Wales folklore, but can also linked to church politics dating back to the early Middle Ages. Penglog Teilo is the longest surviving skull relic of a saint to be used for healing purposes, and the relic has seen an interesting journey through the hands of multiple generations, still to be located today at Llandaff Cathedral, in Cardiff (Hulse, 1994). A dispute can rise between the authenticity of the claim on Penglog Teilo the Llandaff holds, for it is not certain that Saint Teilo’s main monestry was at Llandaff. This, along with the intriguing tale of St Teilo’s skull, will be discussed in this entry. 
The story of the skull: 
It appears that the best source of information regarding this relic folk tale is found in the oral accounts of the locals at some of St Teilo’s most famous sites, discussed by a few historians in the late 20th century, where the investigation of the whereabouts of the holy relic seems to have become most popular. One of these Historians was Kemmis Buckley, who provides a well detailed account of the skull’s story, drawing heavily on the information provided by the Dean of Llandaff Cathedral at time, Reverand A. T. Davies, who compiled a strong amount of research once he was approached by the historian. 
This account draws heavily on the families connected to the skull, dating back to the 14th century B.C.. The first to inherit the skull was Sir David Mathew, who received it as a gift in 1403 after he undertook to repair the supposed tomb of St Teilo in Llandaff Cathedral, when it was sacked by Owain Glyndwr and his backers. The skull became a family heirloom, passing down the generations until 1658, when the descendent William Mathew died at Lladeilo Llwydiarth, near the village Maenclochog, in Pembrokshire. Being the last of his direct line, he past it onto a local farming family, the Melchiors, supposedly with the words “into thy keeping for seven generations, to be a blessing to future men, who when ailing, will have their health restored by drinking from it" (Harrison, 2016). 
The Melchiors owned a farm close a well and ruined chapel. The well, one of many dedicated to St Teilo, was named ‘Fynnon Teilo’. For years, as is recounted by various sources, including members of the Melchior family themselves, the water from the well was said to have healing properties for chest ailments, especially whooping cough. However, it was often said that the cure wouldn’t work unless the water was drunk from the skull of St Teilo. The is recounted in one famous folk story found in Gregory Mathews ‘Romance of St Teilo’s Skull’, where two pilgrims – a father and his sick son – had to return to the well all the way from Swansea, after their first visit failed to heal the boy, and they learnt that this was because they should have used Penglog Teilo to drink the water. Miracously, their second attempt, this time using the skull, worked.  
Francis Jones says this faith persisted until 1906, according to a local of Llandeilo Llwydiarth, whom he had interviewed (Jones, 2003). The skull, in the meantime, remained with the Melchior’s until 1927, when the previously mentioned Gregory Mathews, who belonged to a branch of the original Mathew family, likely Sir David Mathew’s brother Robert of Castell y Mynych’s, bought it from Miss Dinah Melchior for £50. That branch of the family had added an ‘s’ to their surname, perhaps because they had migrated to New South Wales in 1599. It is from here that the story of the skull of St Teilo took a mysterious turn, being unable to be located for some time. 
Gregory Mathew’s lived in England, and for some time the skull was no longer talked about. After WWII, one Miss Constance Allen mounted a search for it, and by now it was assumed that Gregory’s son Alister Mathews had inherited it. The results of the search were mostly fruitless, and all Miss Allen could conclude was that ‘the skull is in the vaults of a bank, so I cannot show it you’. She had borrowed some papers from Alister, who had asked their contents not to be revealed and for them be returned to him, advice she seemingly ignored. It is believed that Alister Mathews sent the skull to some cousins in New South Wales, and eventually, the skull was returned to Llandaff Cathedral, where it is still held today. Kemmis Buckley’s work has been the base for most of this research (1999).

Does the Skull belong in Llandaff: 
There are two major primary sources that give details of the life of St Teilo. The Book of Llandaff, and the Litchfield Gospels (or the Gospels of St. Chad). The book of Llandaff describes a pilgrimage to Britanny, where it is said the cult of St Teilo is strong even today. However, the book of Llandaff isn’t as old as the Gospels of St. Chad and is sometimes criticised as a propaganda text for the twelfth century inhabitants of south Wales (Norman, ND.), when the writings were composed (Kilbeck Church, 2015). 
Both sites were of important connection to the figure of St Teilo, for instance, they both have holy wells used by pilgrims for healing, although Llandaff’s was sealed off (Williams, 1933, p. 350), unlike at Llandeilo where the well is still used today (Geoffstickland, 2022). Another site connected heavily to St Teilo is Pencally, in Pembrokshire again, where tradition holds, he was born (Castellow, 2023). These sites are connected to a famous story regarding the death of Teilo, where miraculously his body is said to have split into three corpses once all three of these churches began to argue together in order to determine where the saint was to be buried, as each held the belief that there site held the most claim over his body. This account is described by the early 12th century supposed witness, Geoffrey of Llandaff (Henken, 1987, p. 133).
If it is unclear as to where Saint Teilo’s body, it allows one to question whether the holy relic of St Teilo’s skull is rightly held at Llandaff. Some, like the referenced above Castellow, assert that it was for monetary gain for monastic or church sites to house relics of saints, due to the attraction of pilgrims. The two major monastic sites said to be founded by St Teilo, discussed in the already mentioned Litchfield Gospels and Book of Llandaff, are at Llandeilo Fawr and of course Llandaff itself. The gospels of Llandaff naturally give their site the title of most significant monastery founded by Bishop Teilo, after he returned from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem where he was made a Bishop, however scholars like K. Evans challenge this, concluding that it is more likely that Llandeilo Fawr marks the important monastic site (1959, p. 40).
Though Llandaff Cathedral has held the supposed tomb of St Teilo for centuries, the dispute that sparked off Geoffary of Llandaffs supernatural account still goes on today. Llandeilo claim that they house the grave of St Teilo in some of their promotional material and websites too (Llandeilo Fawr, 2024). Pencally is less clear. The legend seems to have sparked off an eternal argument on this matter.
The plot thickens if the story of the skull is introduced. If St Teilo is buried elsewhere, how can one be even sure if Sir Davis Mathew received the real skull of Llandeilo all those years ago? Already the skull had been examined by the anthropologist Sir Arthur Kieth, at request the relative Gregory Mathews (Harrison, 2016), who concluded that the skull did not date from the era of the Welsh Saints (8th – 9th century A.D). If one looks at it from the mythological side of the story again, legend recounts that before his death Teilo asked his favourite maid servant to take his skull to her home village – Llandeilo Lwydiarth – to be used for healing (Henkin, 1987, p. 135). Though it matches the healing side of the tale, it does not necessary link to the previously discussed generational ownership of the skull, for how did the bishop of Llandaff during the 1400s even come into possession of the skull. 
The Saint Teilo, like the legend of his skull, is shrouded in mystery, in between church politics and folk legend. Who knows if we will ever discover the truth behind all his miraculous studies. There is  plenty of history connected to these tales, though they are difficult to match up, and Penglog Teilo is a perfect of example of one of them.
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