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Christian worship and devotion during the Middle Ages manifested itself in a variety of ways – orally, 

aurally and physically. Portable objects associated with the church ranged from liturgical equipment used in 

the celebration of the Mass to ex-votos deposited by the faithful, from works commissioned to the Glory of 

God to souvenirs of pilgrimage. This paper focuses on specific categories – rood figures, jewellery and 

pilgrim souvenirs. 

 

Art was often personalized, wealthy donors and benefactors often appearing in sculpture or other status 

symbols such as illuminated books. For others wishing to purchase less costly objects, stock imagery 

provided the craft workers with a wide range of motifs and figures, the latter often turned into decorative 

motifs themselves with the repetition of mass production. 

 

Within the framework of conventional belief, individuals within Wales (as elsewhere) exercised some 

choice in how they expressed their private devotion, as spirituality expanded beyond the church with the 

late medieval culture of prayer, mostly directed towards salvation. The ‘props in this intimate theatre of 

spirituality’, to quote Hank van Os from his review of devotion in late medieval Europe (van Os 1994), 

include some extraordinary and beautiful objects created during the later Middle Ages.  

 

  

 

 

Fig. 1. The Llandaf diptych restored, showing laser cut copy of left 

leaf. (Copyright: National Museum of Wales) 

 

An interesting example is a fourteenth-century ivory diptych from Wales, known for over 100 years from 

its right leaf only, found at Llandaff in 1836. The left leaf was recently identified in 2006 in the collections 

of National Museums Liverpool, and it is now possible to complete this object’s narrative imagery. On the 

right leaf, Christ on the Cross is flanked by Mary and John as a young man; on the left leaf, the Virgin and 

Child are flanked by Saints Peter and Paul (Redknap 2007, 14-15; Fig. 1). The style of modelling points to 

the manufacture of these leaves in a workshop in Paris, the main centre for ivory carving at this time. None 



of the original polchromy survives. Small diptychs could be held in the hand and closed to protect their 

carvings. They were no doubt taken on journeys within personal baggage, and we may surmise that it 

reached Llandaf on such a journey, via London or another medieval port. Another ivory diptych displayed 

at the temporary museum set up in Machynlleth in 1866 was reported to come from Valle Crucis Abbey 

(Anon 1866, 545). 

 

1. Trajectories 

 

The significance of devotional objects often extends beyond the elementary facts of provenance, date and 

purpose; they can reveal clues to their subsequent histories, and the events of the times involved – 

microcosms of attitudes to devotion within the context of religious and social change. 

 

The reconstruction of the church of St Teilo, Llandeilo Tal-y-bont at St Fagans: National History Museum 

has provided an opportunity to recreate one of the many roods that were once standard in parish churches – 

for the thirteenth century, estimated at no fewer than 8,000 in England and  950 in Wales (Fig. 2). Apart 

from Romanesque fragments from South Cerney, Gloucestershire (dated about 1125; Zarnecki 1984, no. 

115), only three other polychrome wooden rood figures from Britain are known, from Kemeys Inferior, 

Monmouthshire (thirteenth-century; Anon 1885; Anon 1885-6; Bloxam 1886), Mochdre, Montgomeryshire 

(fourteenth-century; see below)  and St Anthony's Chapel, Cartmel Fell in Lancashire (late fifteenth-

century; Ferguson 1987).  

 

Fig. 2. The reconstructed rood at St Teilo’s church, Llandeilo 

Tal-y-bont. (Copyright: National Museum of Wales) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. The Mochdre rood figure. (Copyright: National 

Museum of Wales) 

 

The rood, or cross, with the figure of Christ on it was an important focus of teaching and devotion in the 

medieval church. The Great Rood, a carved and painted crucifix, would have been flanked by the figures of 

the Blessed Virgin Mary and St John the Baptist, but on rare occasions they were replaced by the four 

Evangelists, or supplemented by additional figures. The replica rood figure made for St Teilo’s Church is 

based on the fourteenth-century figure of Christ from Mochdre and archaeological reconstruction of its 

missing arms and legs (Figs 2, 3). Images, books and relics were concealed during the Reformation in acts 

outside the law. The Mochdre rood survived destruction thanks to someone’s personal act of concealing it 

on top of the wall plate in the church (Lloyd 1954, 110). The surviving torso of Christ was discovered 



about 300 years later, in 1867, during restoration work on the church. It was found with a wooden female 

figure, then described as the Virgin, and assumed to have been originally supported by the same rood loft. 

However, the small size and stance of the female figure argue against this interpretation – supporting 

figures were invariably about the same height as Christ and the Virgin is usually shown turning her head to 

the cross. The forward stare and lack of attributes suggest another female saint (St Barbara?).  

 

The other great rood to survive from Wales is from the church of St Michael (later All Saints), Kemeys 

Inferior, Monmouthshire (Redknap 2000; Fig. 4).  In this remarkably fine carving, it has been possible to 

tease out clues to the ebb and flow of religious reform in south-east Wales: erected in the thirteenth century, 

it was repainted at least twice, and at some point incorporated into the rood loft at the church; one arm was 

damaged – perhaps when removed in the 1540s, and the missing arm was later replaced with a poor mirror 

image of the right arm – perhaps between 1553 and 1558, when Mary succeeded Edward and the visual 

fabric of worship was reconstructed with the revival of Catholic practices. Eventually it was pulled down 

again, not to be destroyed, but concealed by being walled up in the rood stair, presumably when the rood 

loft was removed. Here it was eventually discovered during repairs and alterations to the church in about 

1850.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4. The figure of Christ from Kemeys Inferior, 

Monmouthshire, with reconstruction by Tony Daly. 

(Copyright: National Museum of Wales) 

 

The removal of many such images and rood-breaking, following the various instructions from 1547 to take 

them down, left a sense of outrage and violation in many communities, and some took it upon themselves 

to hide images. In Wales, disobedience to these policies was widespread but stopped short of outward 

resistance. Acts of concealment include hiding an alabaster figure of the Virgin and Child at the foot of the 

tower at Kidwelly and walling up a statue of the Virgin and Child at Llantwit Major (though this may have 

been accidental). A better known illustration is the concealment of two alabaster panels depicting the bound 

Christ and St Arthmail, part of a reredos, under the floor at Pas-y-pentre near Llangollen, Denbighshire, 

discovered in 1834 (perhaps after their removal from Plas Newydd; Edwards 1992, 64). Such actions point 

to solidarity within communities.  

 

The fourteenth-century Llandaff diptych illustrates the limitations of our knowledge, and some of the 

problems encountered in trying to reconstruct the trajectories of the multiple lives of such objects. There 



can be no doubt that the two leaves were made in a workshop to fit together, were painted and joined by 

two small hinges, exchanged hands after sale and aided the private devotion of its pious owners. But when 

did they become separated? Does the earliest recorded context for the right leaf, found when an old well-

house at Llandaf was demolished in 1836, extend to both? Were they originally found together and split in 

the 1830s? Perhaps it is more likely that they became separated in the sixteenth century, the left leaf 

maintaining a private devotional function within a recusant context. Was the right leaf purposefully 

concealed in the well house in order to facilitate devotion away from the cathedral or nearby house, 

conveying blessing on visitors to the well and users of its water? In this case, poor contextual information 

clouds interpretation. 

 

Archaeology can sometimes provide essential data. An ivory from a composite devotional object, 

discovered during Lawrence Butler’s excavations at Dolforwyn Castle, Powys, probably depicts the 

Presentation at the Temple (Redknap, in prep.a). It was found on the courtyard rock surface, to the south of 

the hall or north-west room, and provides a rare insight of private devotion in a military context. The 

excavator is inclined to see this as an artefact from the Mortimer period, previously in the chapel 

(presumably located in the North Tower).  This gives a date range c. 1273-1380 and probably towards the 

end of the period (Butler, in litt.). 

 

2. Wearing  

In addition to the portable devotion represented by illuminated prayer-books and diptychs, smaller art-

works were made to be worn on clothing, on fingers or even around the neck. Rings and other items with 

figures or legends of devotional character were particularly popular in the Middle Ages, as the cults of 

saints grew. This emotional repertoire for late medieval spirituality was well established by 1300 (van Os 

1984, 87). The images and saints identified on late medieval finger rings discovered in England and Wales 

between 1998 and 2006 have been summarized in Table 1. Although small in number, the pattern in Wales 

conforms to that in England (on left, England; on right, Wales). 

 

Table 1. Saints on finger rings found between 1998 and 2006 

 

Subject (on rings unless stated otherwise) England Wales 

Religious inscriptions eg AVE MARIA GRATIA/GRACIA …  

(DCMS 2003, no. 171; DCMS 2003, no. 176; DCMS 2004, no. 176; 

DCMS 2005-6, no. 412; DCMS 2005-6, no. 413). GOD BE TREWE 

(DCMS 2005-6, no. 430) 

4 2 

IHS NAZARENUS REX IUDEOUM/ IESVSNA (DCMS 1998-9, no. 6 1 



122;  DCMS 2002, no. 98; DCMS 2003, 170; DCMS 2003, no. 185;  

brooch DCMS 2005-6, no. 338;  DCMS 2005-6, no. 411) 

IHS (DCMS 1998-9, no. 124;  DCMS 2001, no. 105; DCMS 2002, 

no. 96;  DCMS 2004, 219) 

4 1 

Virgin with Child (DCMS 1998-9, no. 126; DCMS 2000, no. 108; no. 

109) 

2 1 

Trinity and John the Baptist and two female saints (?Virgin Mary and 

Mary Magdalene) (DCMS 2005-6. no. 422) 

1  

Trinity (God the Father, supporting Christ on Cross and dove) (DCMS 

2003, no. 187; DCMS 2005-6, no. 431)  

2 1 

John the Baptist and St Catherine   2  

Christ rising from the tomb and St Barbara (DCMS 2000, no. 110)  1 

John the Baptist (DCMS 1998-9, no. 130) 1  

St John the Baptist and ?St Katherine on left compartment; Virgin and 

Child and St Barbara on shoulders (DCMS 2005-6, no. 428) 

1  

Annunciation: Virgin Mary and Angel of the Annunciation (DCMS 

2002, no. 99; on pendant DCMS 2003, no. 214;  DCMS 2004, no. 

200) 

3  

St Catherine and St Barbara (DCMS 1998-9, no. 134; DCMS 2003, 

no. 189) 

4  

St Catherine and male saint (DCMS 1998-9, no. 132)   

St Barbara (DCMS 2000, no. 107)   

St Barbara with another saint (DCMS 2003, no. 191) 1  

Virgin and Child with St Catherine and St Barbara (DCMS 1998-9, 

no. 127) 

1  

St Christopher (DCMS 1998-9, no. 125) 1 1 

Two unidentifiable saints (DCMS 1998-9, no. 131; DCMS 2001, no. 

104; DCMS 2005-6, no. 426) 

3  

Virgin Mary and another figure (DCMS  2004, no. 198)  1  



St Anthony the Abbot  (DCMS 2004, no. 197) 1  

Passion scenes – Annunciation, Nativity, Resurrection, Assumption of 

Virgin, Ascension of the Lord (DCMS 2002, 106) 

1  

  

Iconographic rings bore depictions of saints or sacred persons, occasionally linked to mottoes indicating 

that rings also served as betrothal or New Year gifts. The Madonna and Crucifixion were popular themes 

extracted from Biblical narrative. The Virgin and Child appears engraved on the bezel of a late fifteenth-

century iconographic ring found at Pancaemawr near Usk, Monmouthshire (DCMS 2000, no. 109; Fig. 5). 

A variety of different devotional motifs relating to Christ appear on the integrally cast oval bezels of a gilt 

devotional ring found at St Brides, Wentlooge found in 2006 (Fig. 6). One bezel bears the image of Christ 

in a loincloth, from waist up – probably an image of Pity. Another is cast with the instruments of the 

Passion of Christ (hammer, nails, and crown of thorns). The three others bear symbols of the Wounds of 

Christ: the sacred heart, the hands, and the feet. Similar representations of the wounds/passion symbols 

appear in printed sources such as Caxton (1488) or Wynkyn de Worde (c. 1515). 

 

Fig. 5. Mary and Child on an iconographic ring from Pancaemawr, Monmouthshire. 

(Copyright: National Museum of Wales) 

 

 

Fig. 6. Devotional ring from St Brides, Wentlooge, 

Monmouthshire. (Copyright: National Museum of 

Wales) 

 

St Christopher, patron of pilgrims and travelers, was a popular chivalric saint, who offered protection from 

dying suddenly without receiving the last rites (mala mors, or ‘bad death’). A St Christopher pendant is 

shown hanging from the collar around the effigy of Sir Christopher Mathew (died 1527) in Llandaff 

Cathedral – also a reference to his name. The image of Christopher carrying the Christ-child on his back on 

a silver gilt ring found at Llantwit Major in 2005, may ultimately be derived from woodcut imagery (Fig. 

7). St Barbara and St Catherine were the most popular female saints. St Barbara, identified by her attribute 

of the tower in which she was imprisoned, appears on the left facet of the bezel on a gold ring found at 

Monkton, Pembrokeshire (DCMS 2000, no. 110; Fig. 8). The right facet depicts Christ rising from the 

tomb. St Catherine appears on a gold ring found at Cymer Abbey in the nineteenth century (Anon 1866, 

545). 

 

Invocations to Jesus in the form of the Holy Name occur on a wide range of medieval objects, from 

monumental brasses to everyday items such as mazers and ceramic vessels, as well as smaller adornments 



which could be displayed on a person, such as purses, scabbard chapes, strap ends and dress accessories. 

These reflect the rise in popularity of devotion to the Holy Name of Jesus from the late thirteenth century, 

which peaked during the period c. 1450-1550.  

 

Fig. 7. St Christopher on an iconographic ring from 

Llantwit Major, Vale of Glamorgan. 

(Copyright: National Museum of Wales) 

 

 

Fig. 8. St Barbara (L) and the Resurrection (R) on 

an iconographic ring from Monkton, 

Pembrokeshire.  

(Copyright: National Museum of Wales) 

Some rings bearing the sacred trigram, or with brooches, longer tags, such as IHESVS INRI (‘Jesus. Jesus 

of Nazareth, king of the Jews’), an abbreviated version of the inscription placed above the head of Jesus at 

his Crucifixion. This particular legend occurs on one side of a silver annular brooch discovered at Pen-y-

parc farm near Llantarnam, in 2003 (DCMS 2003, no. 410). Such inscriptions were both a reflection of 

religious devotion and a talismanic protection against violent death or sudden harm, and are commonly 

found on medieval jewellery. A silver ring from Oystermouth Castle, first reported in 1866, bore a longer 

version of the inscription invoking Jesus:  IESVS REX NAZARETH (Anon 1875, 418). A silver brooch 

found at Llandough, Cowbridge, in 1838, bears the invocation IESU AVE MERCI in raised Gothic textura 

letters (Redknap and Cherry 1994, no. 29) 

A silver gilt pendant discovered in 2007 near Kilgetty, Pembrokeshire, is of particular interest (DCMS 

2007, no. 321; Fig. 9). It takes the form of a miniature diptych, the front leaf having a damaged openwork 

panel in its centre. Two small haloed figures within a beaded circular frame appear to flank a central figure 

visible within the pendant, in a manner reminiscent of Mary and John either side of the cross. The external 

front face of the pendant is engraved with a dove (the Holy Spirit), slightly off-centre above a circular 

frame. The back is engraved with a scene from the 

passion of Christ within a plain circular frame. The 

head of a bearded Christ in Majesty, flanked by John 

(left) and ?Mary (right) or angels, fills the upper panel. 

 

Fig. 9. The pendant from Jeffreyston Community, 

Kilgetty, Pembrokeshire. (Copyright: National Museum 

of Wales) 

 



When opened, a Trinity of haloed saints is revealed on the right leaf, each standing on a small pedestal. The 

central figure is John the Baptist, with long hair and cloak. Some of the moulding suggests camel-hair robes 

below his knee. John holds his emblem, an Agnus Dei (Lamb of God) (John I: 36), to which his right hand 

appears to be pointing. To John’s left stands the Virgin martyr St Catherine, supporting her symbols - a 

broken wheel in her right hand, and a tall martyr’s palm leaf in her left hand. To John’s right stands the 

penitent Mary Magdalene. Tresses of her long hair are suggested between the fingers of her right hand, and 

she holds a cylindrical ointment jar in her left hand. These symbolise popular belief about her anointing the 

feet of Christ with ointment and wiping them with her long hair. The combination of Catherine, Barbara 

and St John also occur on the cover of the Dwnn triptych by Hans Memling (c. 1480; London, National 

Gallery, cat. 6275).  

 

During the early sixteenth-century, reliquary pendants with miniature cameo scenes, sometimes in 

enamelled gold, were particularly popular. Many post-date a change in liturgy that rendered osculatories 

obsolete, though the form of the Pembrokeshire pendant copies those of larger paxes (also kissed to 

celebrate the unity of the church through the bond of charity). Many such objects were converted into 

reliquary pendants, intended to be worn as items of personal adornment of devotional purpose. In terms of 

design and style of the iconography, the pendant belongs to the first half of the sixteenth century.  

 

3. Pilgrimage and Collecting 

 

One way in which the strength and power of personal faith showed itself was through pilgrimage - an 

important part of medieval life, recognized as both a popular route to salvation and a voyage of self-

discovery. This could either be on a grand scale in the form of a holy Crusade of the type Archbishop 

Baldwin and Gerald of Wales recruited for, or a social occasion, or a personal journey to a place of healing 

and miracles to make offerings – a blend of tourism (travelling for pleasure) and piety. St James the Greater 

is the iconic figure of pilgrimage, and his emblem the scallop shell came to stand not only for himself, but 

for all pilgrim saints and pilgrims – a generic icon for pilgrimage. St James’s shrine at Compostella was the 

third most important pilgrimage after Jerusalem and Rome.  

 

The phenomenon of individual journeys – or at least their ends - is illustrated by the discovery of cheap 

mementoes collected on visits to shrines and places of pilgrimage – visible proof on an individual’s travels. 

Up to at least the 1490s, Canterbury was England’s foremost centre of pilgrimage, and the most celebrated. 

This is clear from the overall profile of souvenirs from London, where diverse international connections are 

also represented. Badges do not appear to have been introduced at Canterbury or anywhere else in England 

until the early fourteenth century (Spencer 1987, 219). The popularity of St Thomas in Wales is well 

known through representations of him in windows and wall paintings, and in an early fifteenth-century 

poem in which comparisons are made between him and St Teilo (Grey 2000, 32; Williams 2006, 47ff.). 



The importance and popularity of the shrine of St Thomas for devotees is also illustrated by the lead-tin 

alloy Canterbury souvenirs. One of the more common forms – a mid-fourteenth century Becket souvenir in 

the form of a decorated mitre (head reliquary), –has been found on Castle beach, Tenby (Redknap, in 

prep.b). A badge showing the murder weapon – a miniature sword in scabbard, overlain by a buckler – with 

pin to fasten to clothing was reportedly found at Newgale beach, Pembrokeshire. A third Becket badge, 

probably of fourteenth-century date, has been found on Newgale beach. It has the form of an incomplete 

standing figure of saint, depicted as archbishop. He is shown in full episcopal garb and holding staff, above 

an inscription that is difficult to read, because it is retrograde: THOME (Redknap, in prep.b). 

 

The main centres for pilgrimage within Wales were well documented: Penrhys, St David’s, Holywell, 

Llandaff (shrines of Teilo and Dyfrig). Valor ecclesiasticus indicates which were most profitable 

monasteries in Wales, viz. Basingwerk with the neighbouring St Winifred’s Well at Holywell, and 

Llantarnam with its popular shrine of Pen-rhys in the Rhondda Valley (Williams 1976, 354). In England 

there was St Werburgh at Chester, St Chad at Lichfield, St Ethelbert and St Walter Cantilupe at Hereford, 

besides St Thomas at Canterbury and at least twenty other centres.  

 

Besides St Thomas, the cults of other saints are represented by pilgrim badges found in Wales. A Catherine 

wheel badge has been reported from Newgale beach, Pembrokeshire, one of many tokens of allegiance to 

St Catherine (Catherine of Alexandria) worn by her devotees (many of whom were drawn from various 

social groups such as students and wheelwrights). The popularity of her cult in Wales is illustrated by her 

fourteenth-century representation at the east end of the south transept of  St Teilo’s church, Llandeilo Tal-

y-bont, and on fifteenth-century glass at St Stephen’s Church, Old Radnor (among others: see Grey 2000, 

27 ff.). A small portable figure from Newtown, once believed to be a plaster model for a matrix for casting 

bronze figures (Hughes 1936, 134), is clearly an imported pipeclay figurine of the saint, manufactured at 

one of the centres in the Netherlands and the Rhineland in the later Middle Ages. A fifteenth-century badge 

of  St Werberga, Chester has been reported from Llanelli, Carmarthenshire - five geese inside a wattle 

enclosure, four looking left and the last looking right, illustrating one of her miracles (S. Sell, in litt.). 

Badges representing a Bust of Our Lady and Child surrounded by a circular frame have been found in 

Pembrokeshire at Manorbier and Newgale. 

 

A lead/tin collar/necklace from Newgale with pendant stylized leaves, gilt rumbler bells, a pendant horn, 

and elongated links, is important because it has its centrepiece surviving. Parallels are known from London, 

Salisbury (leaf), Meols in the Wirral (which has produced sixteen lead/tin pilgrim badges) and Canterbury; 

there are similar miniature horns with links have been recorded on the Continent. The horn-shaped whistle 

and bells reminds us of the boisterous party-like atmosphere of some excursions to shrines – bells at 

Canterbury being sufficiently distracting for one observer to call them a general nuisance. The Newgale 

finds may have been deliberately (if not accidentally) lost, cast away as a propitiary or commemorative 

gesture at the end of a voyage. Such finds reflect some of the journeyings, but not necessarily all primary 



pilgrimage – some losses may have been incidental to other business. 

 

Lead ampullae as containers of holy water or oil were popular at the end of the fifteenth and early sixteenth 

centuries. As in the case of the shrine of St William of York, in which pilgrims collected healing oil 

flowing from spigots set into his tomb, the precious contents would be sealed in and became one with the 

container, to be taken home, in the hope of miraculous cures or as keepsakes of a completed pilgrimage, or 

devotional objects and amulets that could avert disaster and bring good luck, including the annual ‘Blessing 

of the Fields’ each spring to encourage good crops. As well as being worn on the body (frequently sewn 

onto hats), such prophylactics were often set aside for future emergencies. Many ampullae were worn 

suspended around owners’ necks as talismans, or hung up in the home, or suspended in stables or 

cowsheds, while some would be donated to neighbourhoods or hung up in parish churches. 

 

Ampullae are by far the commonest category of souvenir found in Wales, forming some 83% of the pilgrim 

souvenirs from Wales for the period c.1350-1530 (according to present data). There is considerable 

regional variation in their design, which form a number of distinct groups. About half of the ampullae from 

Wales have the scallop shell emblem of St James on the obverse. The late Brian Spencer distinguished two 

main types: Type I, with bold radiating ribs, and notched edges, and well defined shoulders (like the true 

scallop - 47), and Type II with fine grooves and smooth edges (like the cockle). Some ampullae found in 

Wales bear initials such as W, G, I, and their meaning is obscure. They have been interpreted elsewhere as 

‘Our Lady of Walsingham’ or double V (for Virgo Virginium), Gloucester and Ipswich, unless I = Iesus, 

IHS), V (Virgo?), and from Wenvoe SB (Sancta Barbara  (most common) or (less likely) St Bridget (1303-

73) founder of the Brigittines, established at Syon Abbey, Isleworth). Motifs include sacred hearts, 

compass motifs and quatrefoils with crown, and heraldic motifs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 10. Hoard of ampullae from Penllyn, Vale of 

Glamorgan. (Copyright: National Museum of 

Wales) 

 

The most remarkable cluster was recorded through the Portable Antiquities Scheme – at least thirty-one 

ampullae from an area measuring 5 x 5 m. in a field at Penllyn, in the Vale of Glamorgan (Fig. 10). All 

were cast in the same mould (probably a fine-grained stone). Flaws and one sprue suggest that they form 

part of a manufacturers hoard, destined for recycling. Records show that pilgrim souvenir badge moulds 



were kept in the custody of a sacristan, suggesting manufacture within the precints of a church, while 

Walsingham in Norfolk had a workshop in the priory itself. At Canterbury souvenirs were sold by 

shopkeepers just outside the cathedral gate, and attempts to regulate manufacture and sale on the continent 

included the need to obtain a licence from the church authorities (Amersfoort); in Aachen it was in the 

hands of mirror makers and goldsmiths, while in Regensburg supply was met by goldsmiths, pewterers and 

a woodcarver. 

 

By far the most popular of non-Celtic saints connected with wells is the Virgin Mary as omnipresent 

protector, often in a localized form, and they are spread throughout England and Wales. The Penllyn 

findspot lies about 11 miles south of Llantarnam Abbey’s well of Our Lady of Penrhys in the sparsely 

inhabited Upper Rhondda Valley. Were they destined to hold miracle-working waters from the well – and 

were many of the anonymous ampullae receptacles for healing waters from other wells? There are, after all, 

some 370 wells described as healing wells, in Wales.   

 

The known distribution of souvenirs and ampullae in Wales remains incomplete, and the author is 

interested in receiving information on such objects for a corpus in preparation. Notable concentrations in 

Pembrokeshire and access points for St David’s may simply reflect differential recording. The practices of 

pilgrims in north Wales were probably similar, for there are ampullae from Anglesey and Denbighshire, 

although no souvenirs have been reported (many have been published from Meols on the Wirral). Pilgrims 

do appear in contemporary records, such as Gruffudd ab Ieuan, Dafydd ap Ieuan and Gwilym ab Iorwerth, 

leaving Welshpool for Santiago on the Monday following the Feast of St Augustine, 26 May 1362 (John 

and Rees 2002). Contrary to suggestions that the tradition of wearing badges might have been different 

from Anglo-Norman England – with reverence given to material possessions such as saints’ bells rather 

than to corporal remains – archaeological evidence suggests that the practice did exist in Wales, though 

badges specific to ‘Celtic’ centres and Welsh saints (such as those from Walsingham, Canterbury, Chester 

or St Andrews) have yet to be identified and there may well be a difference here. Many with 

representations of the Virgin could have been sold at shrines in Wales: the Virgin and Child badges from 

Manorbier and Newgale could have come from St David’s, reflecting the popularity of Mary of Menevia, 

Mair o Fynyw – but the occurrence of suspension loops on these Pembrokeshire finds suggests a 

continental source. 

 

Geoff Egan has suggested that as the attention of reformers turned primarily to shrines as centres of cult, 

holy wells and springs with local followings became more prominent. Encouragement to pilgrimage was an 

instrument of recovery following the calamitous consequences of the Glyn Dŵr revolt – to monastic houses 

and the shrines associated with them. This was particularly so for Holywell and Ffynnon Fair Penrhys, 

which became between 1440 and 1535 the most prestigious pilgrimages (Holywell being valued at £10 and 

Penrhys at £6 prior to the Reformation, compared to £16 at St Thomas’s shrine at Canterbury). I hope, as 

the cataloguing progresses, to shed more light on these murky waters. 



 

The artefacts described in this paper are but a glimpse of the scope of once common trappings of late 

medieval devotion in Wales. They formed part of a much wider, late medieval European tradition of 

physical contact with relics, images of salvation, the Virgin Mary and saints recognised throughout 

Christendom.   
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