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Published in 1977, A Morbid Taste for Bones  by Ellis Peters (the pen name of Edith Pargeter) did more than just 

launch the 20-book Brother Cadfael Chronicles; it established the foundational blueprint for the modern historical

mystery genre. Set in May 1137, during the tumultuous period known as The Anarchy, the novel introduces Brother

Cadfael, a Welsh Benedictine monk at Shrewsbury Abbey. Unlike the standard detective of 1970s fiction, Cadfael

operates within a rigorous framework of 12th-century ecclesiastical law, medieval herbalism, and the geopolitical

tensions of the Welsh Marches.

1. The Theoretical Framework: Monasticism and the Relic Economy

To understand the core conflict of A Morbid Taste for Bones, one must analyze the socio-economic importance of 

hagiography (the writing of the lives of saints) and the cult of relicsin the Middle Ages. In the 12th century, a

monastery's prestige, political leverage, and financial stability were inextricably linked to its possession of holy

relics. Relics attracted pilgrims, and pilgrims brought donations, infrastructure development, and royal attention.

The Doctrine of Translatio

The central plot involves the 'translation' (the formal removal of a saint's remains from one location to another) of 

Saint Winifred from the remote Welsh village of Gwytherin to the Benedictine Abbey of Saint Peter and Saint Paul 

at Shrewsbury. This was not merely a religious act but a calculated acquisition strategy. The technical process of

translation required:

•  Ecclesiastical Permission: Approval from the Bishop and local diocesan authorities.

•  Diplomatic Negotiation: Securing the consent (or compliance) of the local community holding the remains.

•  Verification of Authenticity: Miraculous signs or 'probation' to prove the saint's willingness to be moved.

In the novel, the friction between the sophisticated, power-hungry Prior Robert and the fiercely independent Welsh

villagers illustrates the collision between centralizing ecclesiastical power and localized Celtic tradition. Cadfael,

serving as an intermediary due to his Welsh heritage and worldly experience, provides the bridge between these

two disparate legal and social systems.

2. Technical Breakdown: The Architecture of an 1137 Investigation

Brother Cadfael represents a proto-forensic investigator. Lacking DNA analysis or ballistics, his methodology relies 

on observation, botany, and logical deductionbased on human psychology and physical evidence. The novel’s

primary mystery revolves around the murder of Rhisiart, a prominent Welsh landowner who opposes the removal of

Saint Winifred's bones.

Forensic Herbalism and the Apothecary's Role

As the abbey’s herbalist, Cadfael possesses technical knowledge of toxicology and pharmacology. His 'laboratory' 

is the herbarium, where he processes plants into tinctures, salves, and infusions. This expertise allows him to 

identify substances that others might overlook. In the context of 12th-century medicine, the line between healing 

and poisoning was razor-thin, defined by dosage and administration.



Botanical Agent Medicinal Use (12th 
Century)

Toxicological Application Cadfael's Observation

Papaver somniferum 
(Opium Poppy)

Pain relief, sedation. Overdose leads to 
respiratory failure.

Used to induce sleep to 
facilitate clandestine 
movements.

Atropa belladonna (Deadly 
Nightshade)

Treating eye ailments or 
spasms.

Hallucinations, cardiac 
arrest.

Cadfael identifies subtle 
physiological symptoms of 
poisoning.

Aconitum (Monkshood) Topical pain relief. Rapid neurotoxic death. Cadfael recognizes the 
symptoms of accidental or 
intentional ingestion.

The Logic of 'The Anarchy'

The technical execution of the investigation is also hampered by the prevailing political climate. The conflict 

between King Stephen and Empress Matilda created a vacuum of centralized justice. In the Welsh Marches, justice 

was often arbitrary or based on trial by ordeal. Cadfael’s innovation is the application of rationalismover

superstition. While his peers look for signs from Saint Winifred, Cadfael looks for footprints, inconsistencies in

testimony, and the physical trajectory of weapons.

3. Core Character Analysis: The Polymath Monk

Brother Cadfael is not a traditional monk; he is a Crusader-turned-Cenobite. His technical background includes

years of service as a soldier and a sailor. This experience provides him with a pragmatic worldview that contrasts

with the sheltered lives of monks like Brother Jerome or Prior Robert.

Comparative Matrix of Monastic Archetypes



Character Primary Motivation Methodological Approach Role in the Hierarchy

Brother Cadfael Truth and Secular Justice Empirical observation, 
empathy, and logic.

Herbalist / Practical 
Problem Solver.

Prior Robert Ambition and Institutional 
Fame

Bureaucracy, manipulation, 
and formal ritual.

Administrative Lead / 
Antagonist.

Brother Jerome Asceticism and Obedience Dogma, sycophancy, and 
strict adherence to rules.

Sub-prior’s lackey / 
Obstructionist.

Abbot Heribert Peace and Spiritual 
Guidance

Patience, prayer, and mild-
mannered governance.

Ecclesiastical Head of the 
Abbey.

4. Step-by-Step Procedure: The Investigation of Rhisiart’s Death

When Rhisiart is found dead, Cadfael follows a systematic approach to deconstructing the crime, which can be

broken down into the following phases:

1.  Initial Site Survey: Cadfael examines the location where the body was found. He notes the terrain—a remote 

hillside—and the environmental factors (the weather, the soil) that might have affected the preservation of the 

scene.

2.  Wound Analysis: In the absence of a modern coroner, Cadfael performs a visual autopsy. He analyzes the 

entry point of the arrow, the angle of the shaft, and the force required for the penetration. He determines whether 

the wound was self-inflicted, accidental, or homicidal.

3.  Witness Triangulation: He interviews the local Welsh villagers and the members of the monastic mission. He 

applies his knowledge of Welsh social customs to filter out 'cultural noise' and identify genuine motives.

4.  Material Evidence Collection: He focuses on the 'bones' themselves—both those of the Saint and the 

evidence left behind by the living. The psychological pressure he exerts on the suspects is based on his 

understanding of their religious fears and secular desires.

5.  The Reconstructive Theory: Cadfael constructs a narrative of the crime that accounts for all physical 

evidence. In A Morbid Taste for Bones, this involves a complex realization that the 'miracles' surrounding the saint’s 

translation might be human fabrications.

5. Comparison: Historical Mystery vs. Modern Procedural

While A Morbid Taste for Bonesfunctions as a mystery, it diverges significantly from modern police procedurals in

several key technical areas:

The Concept of 'The King's Peace'

In a modern procedural, the detective represents the State. In 1137, Cadfael represents the Church, but his actual 

authority is nebulous. He must navigate Manorial Law (local lords), Canon Law (the Church), and Common Law

(emerging royal statutes). His "investigation" is often unauthorized, requiring him to use stealth and diplomacy

rather than a warrant or a badge.

The Role of Faith as a Variable

In modern forensics, 'divine intervention' is not an acceptable variable. In Cadfael’s world, it is a technical reality 

that must be accounted for. Cadfael does not necessarily disbelieve in miracles, but he treats them as a last-resort 

hypothesis. If a physical explanation exists, he prioritizes it. This makes him a revolutionary figure in the context of 



12th-century intellectual history—a practitioner of the scientific method before it was formally codified.

6. Case Study: The Gwytherin Expedition Dynamics

The mission to Gwytherin serves as a case study in medieval logistics and cultural friction. The expedition

required specialized roles:

•  The Linguist/Interpreter: Cadfael, whose fluency in Welsh is essential for navigating the local hierarchy.

•  The Diplomat: Prior Robert, whose goal is to present a facade of Benedictine dignity.

•  The Laborers: Junior monks and lay brothers responsible for the physical excavation and transport.

The failure mode of this expedition was the arrogance of the Shrewsbury monks. They treated the Welsh villagers 

as primitive, failing to recognize that the Welsh legal system (The Laws of Hywel Dda) was sophisticated and 

provided the villagers with specific rights regarding their ancestral lands and local shrines. This technical 

misunderstanding of jurisdictional rights is what ultimately led to the escalation of violence.

7. Legacy and Broader Implications

The success of A Morbid Taste for Bones established several tropes that now define the historical mystery sub-

genre. First, it proved that the 'locked-room' mystery or the 'whodunit' could be successfully transposed to a setting 

where technology is limited but human nature remains constant. Second, it introduced the ethical detective—a

protagonist who often has to choose between the 'letter of the law' and 'moral justice.'

Cadfael’s choice at the end of the novel—a tactical 'pious fraud' to satisfy both the Abbey’s need for relics and the

villagers' need for justice—highlights a sophisticated approach to conflict resolution. It suggests that in the medieval

world, the 'truth' was often a composite of spiritual utility and factual accuracy.

Furthermore, the technical accuracy of the series—from the description of the Benedictine Hours (Matins, Lauds, 

Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers, and Compline) to the layout of the herbarium—has made it a staple for readers

interested in living history. Peters utilizes the setting not as a backdrop, but as a primary driver of the plot. The

limitations of the era (the speed of a horse, the effectiveness of a poultice, the authority of a prior) are the very

'technical specifications' that Cadfael must manipulate to solve the crime.

As an educational text, A Morbid Taste for Bones offers an entry point into the study of the 12th-century 

Renaissance—a period of renewed interest in law, logic, and natural science. Through Brother Cadfael, Ellis Peters 

demonstrated that the tools of the mind are the most powerful forensic instruments available, regardless of the 

century in which the crime is committed. The novel remains a masterclass in structural narrative, character-

driven mystery, and historical world-building, ensuring its place in the canon of technical literary achievement.
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