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Introduction — Wales Before the Princes: Landscape, Sources, and Approaches 
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The island in its contours: a brief geographic orientation for readers and how place shaped politics.

Wales occupies a peninsula on the western side of Britain, bordered by sea on three sides and by England on the fourth. Its political history from roughly 400 to 1283 was shaped by an interior dominated by upland. The Cambrian Mountains run as a north–south spine through the centre of the country, with the higher ground of Snowdonia (Eryri) rising in the northwest. Around and between those uplands, settlement followed the main river valleys: the Conwy and the Clwyd flowing north, the Dee running toward Chester, the Severn and Wye curling east into England, the Tywi and Teifi feeding the south and southwest coasts.

This landscape favoured several regional kingdoms rather than a single political unit. Gwynedd in the north was shielded by Snowdonia and fronted by Anglesey (Môn), the most productive grain-growing land in the region and known in Welsh tradition as Môn mam Cymru ("Môn, mother of Wales"). The southwest belonged to Dyfed, later absorbed into the larger kingdom of Deheubarth. Powys held the middle country between the Severn and the Dee. The southeast, comprising Morgannwg, Gwent, and Brycheiniog, was the stretch of Wales most exposed to pressure from the lowland English kingdoms across the Severn and later from Norman lords based there.

Each of these kingdoms had internal divisions that mattered as much as the lines between them. Gwynedd was split at the river Conwy into two halves: Gwynedd Uwch Conwy, the mountain core, and the Perfeddwlad, the four cantrefs (Rhos, Rhufoniog, Dyffryn Clwyd, and Tegeingl) between the Conwy and the Dee, which changed hands repeatedly between Gwynedd, Powys, and the English crown. Powys fragmented after the death of Madog ap Maredudd in 1160 and had settled by the 1190s into Powys Fadog in the north and Powys Wenwynwyn in the south, each going its own way politically thereafter. Deheubarth, larger on a map than either, was in practice a cluster of smaller districts held together only intermittently, with the Tywi valley and the Cantref Mawr at its core.

Throughout the book, place descriptions use the terminology the sources use. A cantref (literally "hundred settlements") was a regional administrative district, subdivided into two or more commotes (cymydau), each with its own court and officer. Most governance in native Wales operated at these levels, and when chronicles and charters speak of Welsh rulers granting land, hearing pleas, or mustering troops, they generally mean at the cantref and commote scale rather than across a kingdom as a whole.

Two further geographical points matter. First, the Irish Sea served throughout this period as a working corridor rather than a barrier. Welsh rulers recruited mercenaries from Ireland and the Isle of Man, traded across the sea, married into Gaelic and Hiberno-Norse families, and were raided from the sea during the Viking age. Second, the eastern border of Wales never sat on a single line. Much of the political life of eastern Wales was spent negotiating the position of that border with whoever held Chester, Shrewsbury, or Hereford, a pattern that became more structured after 1066 with the emergence of the March: the zone of quasi-independent Anglo-Norman lordships that ran along the border for the rest of the period covered here.

Geography did not determine outcomes. It does explain why Gwynedd lasted longest as an independent polity, why Powys rarely concentrated power for long, why the southeast was lost early to Norman pressure, and why Edward I's conquest in 1282–83 had to be fought in stages across separate valleys rather than in a single campaign.

Evaluating evidence: how chronicles, law, poetry, charters and archaeology will be used together.

The source base for native Wales is uneven and partial, and each category has its own bias. This book uses the categories together and cross-checks between them where possible.

The main Welsh narrative source is the Brut y Tywysogion ("Chronicle of the Princes"), a Welsh-language chronicle adapted from a lost Latin original. It survives in two principal versions, the fourteenth-century Peniarth 20 text and the later text preserved in the Red Book of Hergest, and covers events from the late seventh century to 1282. Its entries become closer to contemporary reporting in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Behind it stand the older Annales Cambriae ("Welsh Annals"), which survive in several recensions conventionally designated the A, B, and C texts. The date of the earliest entries and the relationship between the three recensions remain disputed in the scholarly literature.

English chronicles supply a second perspective. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle covers the early period. Florence of Worcester, William of Malmesbury, Roger of Howden, Matthew Paris, and the later Flores Historiarum cover the Norman and Plantagenet centuries. Their treatment of Welsh rulers is usually hostile or indifferent, but they are often more precise than the Welsh record on events that involved the English crown, and they sometimes preserve dates and names that the Welsh chronicles do not.

Welsh law is the second major body of material. The surviving law books are known collectively as Cyfraith Hywel and are traditionally attributed to the tenth-century king Hywel Dda. They survive in three main redactions: the Iorwerth, Cyfnerth, and Blegywryd books, named for compilers or families associated with them. The existing manuscripts are thirteenth-century and later, which means the law they record is the law as it worked in the high princely period, with older strata visible underneath. The law books describe how courts operated, how compensation for injury (galanas for homicide, sarhaed for insult) was calculated, how inheritance worked under cyfran (the division of an estate among legitimate male heirs rather than passage by primogeniture), how women's rights functioned, and how the princely household was staffed. These texts are prescriptive rather than descriptive, but they are systematic in a way that nothing else in the Welsh archive is.

Welsh court poetry forms a third register. The Gogynfeirdd ("Poets of the Princes") were institutional bards attached to Welsh courts from roughly the middle of the twelfth century to the end of the thirteenth. They held formal positions at court, produced praise poems, elegies, and satires for specific patrons and occasions, and made claims about lineage, territory, battles, and character that their patrons wanted circulated. Their work is propaganda and is useful for that reason: it gives direct access to political self-presentation. Earlier material attributed to the sixth-century poets Taliesin and Aneirin, the Cynfeirdd, survives in later manuscripts (the Book of Taliesin and the Book of Aneirin), and the dating of individual poems within those collections is contested.

Two further narrative types are important. Saints' lives (vitae) for Welsh saints such as David, Cadog, Illtud, Teilo, and Gwenfrewi were written mostly in the eleventh and twelfth centuries but drew on older local traditions. They are institutional documents intended to defend the claims of the churches that preserved them, and their political content is often embedded in miracle narrative and in boundary clauses attached to landholding. The writings of Gerald of Wales (Giraldus Cambrensis) in the late twelfth century, especially the Itinerarium Kambriae (1188) and the Descriptio Kambriae (c. 1194), are a separate case. Gerald was a cleric with family connections on both sides of the Welsh border, and his accounts of Welsh custom, warfare, landscape, and character are the closest thing to contemporary ethnographic reporting the period produced. His biases are strong, his information is detailed, and this book draws on him frequently.

Charters, royal acts, and other administrative records are thinner for Wales than for England. The Book of Llandaff (Liber Landavensis), compiled in the early twelfth century, preserves a large charter corpus for the southeast, but its reliability is contested and some of its material is now considered twelfth-century fabrication on behalf of the diocese. The thirteenth-century princely chanceries under Llywelyn ap Iorwerth and Llywelyn ap Gruffudd generated more administrative output than earlier periods, and what survives of that output is fragmentary but useful for landholding, taxation, and diplomacy.

Archaeology supplies what the written sources cannot. Excavation at princely court sites, particularly the llys (royal court residence) at Rhosyr on Anglesey, has begun to give physical shape to the court structures the law books describe. Church sites, inscribed stones, castle remains, and settlement surveys supply material culture, demography, and continuity of occupation where the texts are silent.

Triangulating between these sources is how the book proceeds. A name in a chronicle, a clause in a law book, a line in a praise poem, and a post-hole at a llys can sometimes illuminate the same moment from different angles. Where the sources disagree, the disagreement is usually as informative as agreement would be.

Arguments and method: dynastic politics, performance of rule, regional diversity and endurance of native institutions.

Four working arguments run through the book.

The first concerns dynastic politics. The central Welsh kingdoms were patrimonial in structure. Power passed through families, was distributed among sons under cyfran (a rule that made every succession competitive), and was defended or extended through marriage, fosterage, and the placement of kin in key offices. The main dynasties studied here — the Aberffraw line of Gwynedd, the Dinefwr line of Deheubarth, the Mathrafal line of Powys — are therefore the political story rather than a genealogical preamble to it. A quarrel among brothers or cousins in a given year was often the main political event of that year, and the book treats those quarrels with that weight. The war in Gwynedd between Dafydd ap Llywelyn and his half-brother Gruffudd in the 1230s, for instance, or the rivalries among the sons of Rhys ap Gruffudd in Deheubarth after 1197, are not digressions from the main narrative but examples of how power actually moved.

The second concerns the performance of rule. Welsh kingship involved feasts, itinerant circuits across the princely lands, formal court ritual, retained poets and lawmen, patronage of churches, commissioned monuments, hostage-taking, and carefully staged marriages. These were working instruments of political authority. The law books record them in procedural form, the poetry circulates them as reputation, and the archaeology of the courts is beginning to confirm them as physical practice. A ruler who could not perform rule visibly could not hold it for long. Cultural patronage and military capacity therefore belong in the same account of power rather than in separate chapters.

The third concerns regional diversity. Older scholarship has sometimes framed the period as a slow movement toward a single Welsh principality that was nearly achieved by the 1270s and destroyed by Edward I. That arc captures something real about the thirteenth century but flattens the preceding eight centuries. Gwynedd, Powys, Deheubarth, and the southeastern kingdoms were distinct political communities. They had different economies, different external pressures, different relations with the English crown, and different internal customs. Their histories need to be told alongside each other rather than compressed into a preface for the two Llywelyns.

The fourth concerns institutional endurance. The law, the poetic tradition, the ecclesiastical structure, the Welsh language, and the pattern of rural settlement all persisted across the period with a continuity that dynastic narrative alone obscures. Much of what made Wales distinctive kept running after the Edwardian conquest of 1282–83 removed the native principality. In what follows, "native" is used as a shorthand for rule by Welsh dynasties under Welsh customary institutions, as against Norman marcher government or direct English royal administration.

Structure follows from those arguments. Chapters 1, 2, and 4 to 9 proceed broadly by century and region. Chapters 3, 10, 11, 12, and 13 cover the whole period thematically, taking up kingship and law, war and fortification, society and economy, language and cultural politics, and women and families. Chapter 14 and the epilogue deal with the conquest and its aftermath. A reader going straight through will revisit some periods from several angles; that overlap is intentional.

This is a political and institutional history. It is not a full social history of the Welsh countryside, a literary study of Welsh poetry, or a general archaeology of the period. It draws on those fields where they illuminate political and institutional questions and points readers toward specialist works in the bibliography. It is also not a comparative study, though medieval Wales sat within a wider Brittonic and Gaelic world that included Ireland, Scotland, Cornwall, Brittany, and the Isle of Man. Welsh institutions showed family resemblances to their neighbours, and Welsh rulers traded, fought, and married across the Irish Sea. Comparison is invoked where it clarifies a Welsh development and is otherwise left to the specialist literature.

A guide to the book's chronology, key families, and how to use the gazetteer.

The book works across four unequal periods. The first, roughly 400 to 700, covers the end of Roman administration in western Britain and the formation of the early Welsh kingdoms out of the Brittonic population. (Brittonic refers to the Celtic-speaking peoples of post-Roman Britain, ancestors of the medieval Welsh, Cornish, and Bretons.) Evidence for this period is thinnest, and reconstruction is more tentative than for what follows. The second, from about 700 to 1066, covers the consolidation of the regional dynasties, Anglo-Saxon pressure from the east, Viking-age activity on the Irish Sea coasts, and the rise of Gwynedd as the most durable northern polity. The third, from 1066 to around 1200, covers Norman penetration of Wales, the emergence of the March, and the native recovery that followed. The fourth, from 1200 to 1283, is the high princely period: the rule of Llywelyn ap Iorwerth (Llywelyn the Great, died 1240), the rule of his grandson Llywelyn ap Gruffudd (Llywelyn the Last, killed near Cilmeri in December 1282), the consolidation of Gwynedd's hegemony over most of native Wales, and the Edwardian conquest of 1282–83.

Three dynastic lines do most of the work in the political narrative. The Aberffraw line held Gwynedd across the whole period and produced Rhodri Mawr (died 878), Gruffudd ap Cynan (died 1137), Owain Gwynedd (died 1170), and the two Llywelyns. The Dinefwr line held the core of Deheubarth and produced Rhys ap Tewdwr (killed 1093), his grandson Rhys ap Gruffudd ("the Lord Rhys," died 1197), and a succession of divided heirs in the thirteenth century. The Mathrafal line held Powys until its split after 1160, after which Powys Fadog and Powys Wenwynwyn each pursued their own dynastic politics. A fourth cluster of families held the southeastern kingdoms of Morgannwg, Gwent, and Brycheiniog; these were disrupted earliest by the Norman advance and feature most heavily in the early and border-focused chapters. Hywel Dda, the mid-tenth-century king of Deheubarth and (briefly) of most of Wales, is traditionally named as the compiler of the law that bears his name and sits outside these three lines as a figure shared across later Welsh political memory.

Welsh personal naming uses the patronymic: ap or ab means "son of," and ferch means "daughter of." The same small stock of given names (Llywelyn, Gruffudd, Owain, Rhys, Maredudd, Madog) recurs across generations, so any Welsh dynastic history contains large numbers of people with nearly identical names distinguished only by patronymic and epithet. On first reference in each chapter the book gives the full patronymic form, for example Llywelyn ap Iorwerth or Rhys ap Gruffudd. Thereafter a shortened form is used. Epithets such as "the Great," "the Last," and "the Lord Rhys" are reserved for figures where they are traditional and unambiguous. The genealogical tables in the appendix are the quickest way to keep the generations straight.

A brief note on pronunciation. Welsh orthography is phonetically regular: dd represents the voiced th of English this; f is English v; ff is English f; ll is a voiceless lateral fricative that has no English equivalent; w and y function as vowels as well as consonants. Place-names and personal names appear in modern Welsh spelling. Anglicised forms such as Carnarvon (for Caernarfon) or Welshpool (for Y Trallwng) are used only where the English form is so fixed in the historiography that replacing it would cause more confusion than it would remove.

The back matter carries the reference apparatus that the main text does not carry. No maps are printed. The gazetteer lists the principal sites — dynastic seats, major ecclesiastical centres, main castles, and significant battle sites — with brief locational notes keyed to modern Welsh geography and to the historic kingdoms. The primary-source guide lists recommended editions and translations of the chronicles, law books, poetry, charters, and vitae, keyed by chapter. A compact chronology, the genealogical tables, and a glossary of Welsh technical terms complete the apparatus. These are reference tools rather than substitutes for specialist works: a reader wanting cartographic detail will still want a good historical atlas, and a reader wanting fuller genealogies should go to the standard published tables. The appendices are meant to orient the reader, and readers should expect to use them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — From Roman Province to Brittonic Kingdoms: Political Foundations, c. 400–700 
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The end of Roman administration and the rise of local lordship across Wales.

Wales in the late Roman period was part of the province of Britannia, which by the early fourth century had been subdivided into four, and eventually five, provinces for administrative purposes. Wales is usually placed within Britannia Secunda, though the boundaries and capitals of the late-Roman provincial divisions are reconstructed from imperfect sources and the details remain contested. Roman presence in Wales had never been uniform. The north and west were heavily militarised, anchored by the legionary fortress at Deva (Chester) on the border and by the auxiliary fort at Segontium (Caernarfon) in the northwest, with a network of smaller forts policing the upland interior. The southeast had genuine civic life around the civitas of Venta Silurum (Caerwent), a walled town of Iron Age origin that continued as a functioning urban settlement into the fifth century. Caerleon (Isca Augusta), further east, had been the permanent base of Legio II Augusta, and its occupation tailed off across the late third and fourth centuries as the legion was redeployed. The southeast, with its civitas structure and urban life, retained more recognisable institutional continuity into the late fifth and sixth centuries than the demilitarised north and west.

The conventional date for the end of Roman administration in Britain is 410, when the emperor Honorius's rescript told the cities of Britain to see to their own defence. That date is a historiographical convenience more than an administrative event. The withdrawal of imperial troops and bureaucratic structures had been a staged process from the later fourth century, and Roman coinage continued to circulate in Britain, including Wales, well after 410. What followed was a protracted reorganisation in which successor elites gradually replaced imperial administration with local political structures.

Who these successor elites were cannot be determined in detail. Some seem to have been members of the late Roman provincial landholding class, whose estates and tenants provided a ready-made basis for local authority once imperial administration withdrew. Some were probably military leaders whose commands over late Roman auxiliary units or irregular frontier forces transitioned into the leadership of post-Roman warbands. A third strand came from older native power structures that had never fully disappeared under Roman rule, particularly in the mountainous north and west where Roman administrative penetration had always been thin. The ruling dynasties of sixth-century Wales probably represent some mixture of all three routes to power, and the retrospective genealogies that link them to Roman emperors or to semi-legendary fifth-century figures are attempting to impose a single story on a process that was more varied.

Two written sources dominate what can be said from texts. The first is Gildas's De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae ("On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain"), written in the mid-sixth century, probably in the 540s. Gildas was a polemicist, not a chronicler. His purpose was to excoriate British rulers and clergy for their sins, and his account of the fifth century is coloured by that. He does name five contemporary British kings (Constantine of Dumnonia, Aurelius Caninus, Vortipor of the Demetae, Cuneglasus, and Maglocunus of Gwynedd), which is a rare source of specific names for the period. The second is the Historia Brittonum ("History of the Britons"), a compilation put together in Gwynedd around 829 or 830 and ascribed in some manuscripts to a cleric named Nennius, though the attribution is probably later and uncertain. The Historia preserves genealogies, regnal lists, traditions about Vortigern and Arthur, and foundation stories for several Welsh kingdoms. It draws on earlier written and oral material but was compiled four centuries after the events at the start of its narrative, and its fifth-century content is legendary rather than documentary.

Archaeology fills out some of what the texts do not. Excavation at Dinas Powys in Glamorgan identified a defended hilltop settlement reoccupied in the fifth and sixth centuries, producing imported Mediterranean and Continental pottery (often referred to as A-ware and B-ware amphorae) that shows the site was part of a long-distance trade network still active after the end of formal Roman provision. Similar material has been found at Longbury Bank in Pembrokeshire and at other high-status post-Roman sites along the western coasts. These finds suggest that at least some British elites maintained elevated consumption patterns (wine and oil shipped from the eastern Mediterranean) well into the sixth century.

The reuse of Iron Age hillforts is another important category of evidence. Across the fifth and sixth centuries a number of pre-Roman defended sites show signs of reoccupation and refortification. Dinas Emrys in Snowdonia, which later tradition associated with Vortigern and with a foundation legend involving two fighting dragons, has produced material of this date; similar evidence comes from other sites across north and west Wales. These reoccupied hillforts probably functioned as the strongholds of emerging local lords, offering defensible high ground, storage capacity, and room for a warband. Their distribution partly overlaps with the earlier pattern of Roman military sites and partly diverges, which suggests that the post-Roman elite were building something new on a different spatial pattern rather than simply inheriting the Roman one.

The inscribed stones of Wales are another major category of evidence. Several hundred early medieval inscribed stones survive, most dating from the fifth to the eighth centuries. They preserve the names of Christian ecclesiastics, local lords, and family members, sometimes in Latin, sometimes in the Irish ogham script, and sometimes in both. The use of Latin for personal and family commemoration, and the survival of Roman titles such as protector and magistratus in some fifth- and sixth-century inscriptions, indicates that elite self-presentation in parts of post-Roman Wales continued to draw on the vocabulary of Roman authority. The standard catalogue of these inscriptions, compiled by V. E. Nash-Williams in 1950 and substantially expanded since, remains the starting point for work on the corpus.

Running underneath the political story is a linguistic shift that the texts only partly record. The Brittonic spoken across Roman Britain was changing across the fifth and sixth centuries, losing final syllables and simplifying its inflectional system, and by the end of the sixth century it had become what philologists call Primitive Welsh, the direct ancestor of the medieval and modern language. The same shift happened in parallel across the Brittonic-speaking regions that remained outside Anglo-Saxon control, producing the later Welsh, Cornish, and Breton languages from a common source. The kingdoms described below were the political setting in which this linguistic transformation took place.

Formation of regional polities: Gwynedd, Powys, Dyfed and southwest polities; centers of authority and territorial imagination.

By the sixth century several distinct Welsh kingdoms are visible in the written sources. The most politically important across the following centuries were Gwynedd in the north, Powys in the middle country, and a cluster of kingdoms in the southwest and southeast whose boundaries shifted significantly over time. The process by which these kingdoms formed cannot be reconstructed in detail, but their origin stories, their territorial extent, and their centres of authority are partly visible.

A preliminary point of scale: these were small polities by comparison with the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms that would later pressure them. Estimates of population are inherently speculative for the period, but the larger Welsh kingdoms probably had populations in the tens of thousands rather than the hundreds of thousands, spread across a mountainous territory with a low agricultural carrying capacity. Royal households ruling through extended kin networks and moving on circuit between scattered estates were adequate instruments for governing such populations.

Gwynedd's traditional origin story, preserved in the Historia Brittonum and repeated in later genealogical material, attributes its founding to Cunedda Wledig and his sons, who supposedly migrated from Manaw Gododdin in southern Scotland in the early fifth century to expel Irish settlers from north Wales. The tradition is not contemporary with the events it describes, and the historicity of Cunedda as an individual figure is disputed. What the tradition does indicate, regardless of whether it records a specific migration, is that the ruling dynasty of Gwynedd in the ninth century claimed a connection to the Brittonic north, to the kingdoms of the Hen Ogledd (the "Old North") including Rheged, Strathclyde, and Gododdin, and rooted its legitimacy in that connection. That claim is itself a historical fact even if the migration behind it is doubtful.

The political centre of Gwynedd in this early period was focused on Anglesey (Môn) and the coastal strip of northwest Wales. The royal court site at Aberffraw on Anglesey, which later sources identify as the traditional seat of Gwynedd's kings, is of uncertain early-medieval date archaeologically, but the tradition that placed it there is strongly rooted. The most famous early king of Gwynedd is Maelgwn (Maglocunus), excoriated by Gildas as a powerful but wicked ruler in the mid-sixth century. Maelgwn's descendants continued to rule into the seventh century and beyond, producing Cadfan ap Iago (died c. 625), Cadwallon ap Cadfan (died 634), and Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon, conventionally dated to a death in 682 during a plague outbreak.

Powys occupied the middle country between the upper Severn and the Dee, with interests extending eastward into what is now Shropshire. The dynasty's traditional founder was Vortigern (Gwrtheyrn), the fifth-century British ruler vilified by Gildas and Bede as the man who invited the Saxons into Britain. The ninth-century Pillar of Eliseg, erected near Llangollen by the Powysian king Cyngen (died 855) to commemorate his great-grandfather Elise(g), originally bore a long Latin inscription tracing the dynasty's descent from Vortigern and from the late Roman usurper Magnus Maximus (Macsen Wledig), who had held imperial authority in Britain and Gaul in the 380s. The pillar itself, a fragmentary stone cross-shaft now standing a little over two metres tall in a field near Valle Crucis Abbey, has lost most of its inscription to weathering; the text is known mainly from a seventeenth-century transcription made by the antiquary Edward Lhuyd in 1696. The inscription is a carefully staged dynastic claim of a kind that would recur across Welsh political culture, using both British and Roman ancestors to legitimate rule.

Powys's early political centre is traditionally identified with Mathrafal, in what is now Montgomeryshire, though the date at which the site acquired that function is not clear archaeologically. The dynasty's most prominent early king in the surviving record is Selyf ap Cynan Garwyn, killed at the Battle of Chester around 615 or 616, discussed below.

The southwest presents a more complicated picture. Dyfed, covering much of Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire, had a ruling dynasty that claimed Irish descent through a tradition associated with the Déisi, a Munster group said to have settled in the region in the post-Roman period. The evidence for Irish settlement in the southwest is strong independent of the Déisi tradition. Ogham-inscribed stones in Irish script are heavily concentrated in Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire, and personal names with clear Gaelic form appear in the local inscriptions. The Voteporix stone at Castell Dwyran, a sixth-century memorial inscribed "MEMORIA VOTEPORIGIS PROTICTORIS" (with PROTICTORIS as a non-classical spelling of protectoris, a late Roman military title), is often associated with the Vortipor of the Demetae whom Gildas denounced, though the identification is not certain.

The southeastern kingdoms are among the hardest to reconstruct in detail because their territorial and dynastic configurations shifted so frequently across the sixth and seventh centuries. Gwent, centred on the former Roman civitas at Caerwent, preserved a degree of institutional continuity with the Roman past longer than any other Welsh polity. Ergyng occupied the area of what is now Herefordshire and was progressively absorbed into Mercia across the following centuries. Glywysing in the coastal plain of what is now southeast Wales was an older kingdom that would expand and be renamed Morgannwg in the tenth century, after the epithet of Morgan ab Owain (Morgan Hen, "the Old"). Brycheiniog in the central uplands had a traditional founder, Brychan, who was himself said to have been of Irish descent. Ceredigion on the west coast was traditionally assigned to a son of Cunedda. The smaller regional units that made up this patchwork were genealogically interconnected, with rulers frequently claiming cousinhood and moving between ruling different sub-kingdoms as their political fortunes shifted.

A kingdom in this period was not a bureaucratic state. Its boundaries were defined by networks of tribute and obligation rather than by continuously administered borders, and rulers exercised direct authority over networks of kin, client lords, and ecclesiastical patronage rather than over abstract territory. The "centres of authority" are plural and somewhat portable. A king's court moved with him on circuit, tribute was rendered at different royal estates in rotation, and the geographical heart of a polity could shift as the dynasty's fortunes changed. The long-standing association of specific dynastic seats (Aberffraw with Gwynedd, Mathrafal with Powys, Dinefwr with Deheubarth) was real and politically meaningful, but the courts and royal households of the sixth and seventh centuries were less tied to single central places than later tradition sometimes implies. The practical implication is that identifying a kingdom of this period with a single capital is misleading. The king's presence was the polity's centre of gravity, and the kingdom's geography was defined by the circuit he kept and the network of estates that fed him.

By the end of the seventh century, the basic political map was recognisable: Gwynedd in the north, Powys in the centre-east, Dyfed and the smaller southwestern kingdoms on the west coast, and the patchwork southeastern polities along the Severn and the border with Mercia.

Early kingship: military leadership, kinship obligations and the rituals that gave claimants legitimacy.

Kingship in post-Roman Wales was a military institution. Kings were expected to be warleaders first, and the primary test of a claimant's fitness to rule was his ability to protect his people from raid and to lead a warband successfully against enemies. The early Welsh poetry, especially the praise and elegy tradition associated with Taliesin and with Y Gododdin attributed to Aneirin, is above all poetry of warbands, feasts, and battles. Its repeated preoccupations (the king as generous lord of the hall, the warband fed at his feast in expectation of battle, the honour of death in the lord's service) show the terms in which rulership was imagined and judged.

Y Gododdin itself survives in a thirteenth-century manuscript, the Book of Aneirin, but the material it contains is much older in some form. The poem commemorates a warband of about three hundred aristocratic warriors who rode south from Din Eidyn (the site of later Edinburgh) to attack a position at Catraeth, probably Catterick in North Yorkshire, against Angle forces around the year 600; nearly all of them were killed. The poem's interest for early Welsh kingship is not the specific details of the campaign, which may have been elaborated over time, but the model of lordship it preserves: a king who gathered a retinue for a year, fed them on mead and meat in his hall, and then led them out to die in battle. That model recurs across the poetic tradition.

Gildas's portrait of Maelgwn of Gwynedd is the richest single portrait that survives of a sixth-century Welsh king. Gildas calls Maelgwn the "dragon of the island" (insularis draco), accuses him of having murdered his uncle to take power, and reproaches him for a career that included a period of monastic retirement from which he afterwards returned to secular rule. Gildas also describes Maelgwn as surrounded by bards who sang his praises in the hall, which, whatever the hostile framing, confirms the centrality of praise poetry to sixth-century Welsh kingship.

The king's warband was his primary instrument of rule. A retinue of mounted, well-equipped warriors, known as the teulu in later Welsh usage, formed the core of the royal household. These men were typically drawn from the kin of the king and from the sons of allied or client families fostered at court, and they owed personal loyalty to the king himself rather than to a king's office abstractly conceived. They were maintained on the king's tribute, fed at his table, given weapons and gifts, and expected to die at his side if necessary. The material basis of this arrangement (tribute, food renders, an itinerant royal household moving from estate to estate) is the same pattern the later Welsh law books describe for the thirteenth-century princely courts, and it is reasonable to assume it functioned in some recognisable form across the whole period.

Kinship structured almost every aspect of political life. Succession was in principle partible, with kingship available to any adult male descendant of a previous king within a recognised degree of relationship. In practice this meant that succession was almost always competitive, and that rivals were most often brothers, half-brothers, cousins, and nephews. The galanas system of compensation for killing, which the later law books codify in detail, reflects a social structure in which kin groups were liable for the acts of their members and entitled to compensation for harm done to them. The same logic shaped political alignments, and the feud and the settlement of feud were central political processes. Marriage was a tool of alliance, and fosterage (the placement of aristocratic children in the households of other noble families) built cross-kingdom networks of obligation that cut across the competitive logic of kinship itself.

Legitimacy rested on several overlapping sources. Descent was the most obvious. A claimant needed an acceptable genealogy, and the preservation and elaboration of dynastic genealogies was a major cultural project across the whole period. The surviving Welsh genealogies, collected in several manuscript traditions, trace the ruling dynasties back through long ancestor lists to founding figures such as Cunedda and Vortigern and, more remotely, to Roman emperors, biblical patriarchs, or euhemerised figures from Celtic mythology. These genealogies were political instruments, compiled and revised to support the claims of particular ruling lines, rather than neutral records of descent.

Acclamation by the kin-group and by the senior nobility of the kingdom was the second basis of legitimacy. A king needed to be recognised as king by the men who would form his warband and by the heads of allied kin groups. A claimant without such support, however good his genealogy, was unlikely to hold power. The mechanisms of acclamation are not well recorded for this early period, but a formal assembly of some kind is implied by later practice and by parallel evidence from Ireland.

Ecclesiastical sanction became increasingly important across the sixth and seventh centuries. Wales was Christian by the fifth century in its elite culture and progressively so in the rest of the population across the following generations. Kings patronised churches, endowed monasteries, took saints as protectors, and in some cases retired to monastic life at the end of their careers. A king publicly allied with a prominent saint's cult drew on the cult's spiritual capital, and a king buried in a major church associated his dynasty with the sanctity of the site. The ritual apparatus of Christian kingship in Wales at this early date probably did not include formal unction or coronation; those imports came later from Carolingian and English models. The political use of Christian symbolic resources, however, was already visible in the sixth century.

Feasting, poetry, and the dispensation of treasure completed the ritual apparatus of rule. The king's feast was the setting in which bonds of loyalty were affirmed, gifts distributed, prowess celebrated in verse, and the king's generosity (a central royal virtue in the early Welsh ethical vocabulary) performed in public. Failure to feast generously was a serious political weakness. The early Welsh poetic tradition preserves this ethic in striking detail, with repeated images of mead halls, bright weapons, and the material exchange between lord and follower.

External pressures and responses: Anglo-Saxon expansion, Irish connections and localized diplomacy.

The main narrative source for Welsh relations with the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in this period is Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum ("Ecclesiastical History of the English People"), completed at the monastery of Jarrow in Northumbria around 731. Bede wrote as a Northumbrian Christian and had little sympathy for the Welsh church, which he disapproved of on ecclesiastical grounds, or for Welsh rulers, whom he treats as treacherous opponents of the English. His narrative of seventh-century military events is the best sustained account that survives, but his evaluations need to be read as those of an interested party.

By the late sixth century the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms had consolidated across much of lowland Britain, and the Brittonic kingdoms that had held out in the east were being reduced or absorbed. The Battle of Deorham in 577, recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, saw the West Saxons defeat three Brittonic kings and take Bath, Cirencester, and Gloucester. The effect was to separate the Britons of Wales from the Britons of Dumnonia in the southwest by driving a wedge of Anglo-Saxon territory along the Severn estuary.

The Battle of Chester, fought around 615 or 616 between the Northumbrian king Aethelfrith and a coalition of northern Welsh forces, had a similar strategic effect on the other side. Selyf ap Cynan Garwyn of Powys was killed there. Bede reports that Aethelfrith also killed a large number of monks from the monastery of Bangor-is-Coed who had come out to pray for the British forces; the figure he gives is probably rhetorical rather than literal, but the episode is cited repeatedly in later Welsh memory as a cultural catastrophe. The political consequence of Chester was to separate the Welsh kingdoms from their Brittonic kin in what is now northwest England and southern Scotland, where Rheged, Strathclyde, and Gododdin had been part of a shared Brittonic cultural and linguistic world.

Mercia's rise during the seventh century had particular significance for Wales. As Mercia consolidated as the dominant Anglo-Saxon power in the midlands, it became the Welsh kingdoms' main Anglo-Saxon interlocutor for the next two centuries. The border between Mercia and the Welsh kingdoms of Powys and Gwent was the longest and most active frontier between Welsh and English powers, and relations across it were not uniformly hostile. The alliance between Cadwallon ap Cadfan of Gwynedd and Penda of Mercia in the 630s was the first of a series of Welsh–Mercian cooperations that would punctuate Welsh foreign policy well into the eighth century. The later construction of Offa's Dyke (a substantial earthwork built under King Offa of Mercia in the later eighth century, running roughly along the Welsh border from the Dee estuary toward the Severn) made the frontier a physical as well as political reality, but the pattern of alternating conflict and alliance across it was already established in the seventh century.

The Cadwallon–Penda alliance produced the most dramatic episode of Welsh involvement in seventh-century English politics. According to Bede, Cadwallon and Penda defeated and killed the Northumbrian king Edwin at the Battle of Hatfield in 633. Cadwallon then, in Bede's hostile account, spent about a year campaigning in Northumbria, killing Edwin's short-lived successors Osric of Deira and Eanfrith of Bernicia in 634 before being defeated and killed himself by Eanfrith's brother Oswald at the Battle of Heavenfield near Hexham later that year. Bede treats the episode as the rampage of a barbarous enemy of Christian kingship, and his numbers and framing should be read with that in mind. In Welsh tradition, by contrast, Cadwallon is a hero who took the fight to the English and briefly reversed the direction of expansion. Penda continued to ally with Welsh rulers against the Northumbrians through the middle of the seventh century, including at the Battle of the Winwaed in 655, where Penda was killed and the alliance effectively ended.

Welsh involvement at the Winwaed was apparently substantial, but a later Welsh tradition records that Cadafael Cadomedd of Gwynedd (whose epithet Cadomedd, "battle-dodger", was ascribed to him for the occasion) withdrew his forces on the night before the battle. Whether the story is genuine or a later explanation for why Gwynedd did not suffer catastrophic losses at what was, for the Mercians, a military disaster, it illustrates the pragmatic calculation that underlay seventh-century Welsh alliances with Anglo-Saxon kings.

Welsh rulers did not respond to Anglo-Saxon pressure in a single way. They cooperated with Anglo-Saxon rulers against other Anglo-Saxons when it suited them, and fought them when it did not. The Cadwallon–Penda partnership was the most visible example, but smaller and less well-documented alliances across the Welsh–Mercian border almost certainly went on throughout the period.

Irish connections ran in several directions. Substantial Irish settlement in southwestern Wales, particularly in Dyfed, left clear linguistic and epigraphic traces. Ogham-script inscriptions in Irish appear alongside Latin inscriptions on Welsh memorial stones, and the ruling dynasty of Dyfed traced itself to an Irish origin. Beyond settlement, the Irish Sea served as a conduit for ecclesiastical, commercial, and political contact. Welsh saints including David, Cadog, and Teilo were said in the later hagiographic tradition to have travelled in Ireland or received Irish pupils; whether or not the specific visits recorded in the eleventh- and twelfth-century Lives are historical, they reflect a long-standing recognition of Welsh–Irish ecclesiastical traffic that the earlier material supports in outline. Marriage alliances between Welsh and Irish ruling families are attested in later tradition, and some degree of mercenary service across the Irish Sea was probably already a feature of Welsh military practice, though the clearer evidence for it comes later.

The surviving Brittonic kingdoms of the north and southwest remained culturally and genealogically important for Welsh rulers across this period, even as the political connections weakened. The Welsh dynasties preserved genealogies that linked them to the rulers of Rheged, Gododdin, and the other Brittonic polities that had succumbed to Anglo-Saxon expansion. The Gododdin material, ostensibly commemorating a sixth-century warband defeated at Catraeth, circulated in Welsh manuscript tradition and shaped Welsh political memory well into the high medieval period. The cultural identification of "Britons" with the Welsh was becoming the default by the seventh century, as the other Brittonic kingdoms fell, though the memory of a wider Brittonic world survived and remained politically useful for rulers who wanted to claim broader ancestry or wider authority.

Localised diplomacy filled out the picture. Welsh rulers negotiated borders, exchanged hostages, arranged marriages, and formed short-term alliances with neighbouring Welsh kingdoms, with Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, and occasionally with Irish rulers. The evidence for specific diplomatic episodes is thin, but the pattern visible in better-documented later periods (flexible alignments pursued by each ruler in his own interest, with no consistent "Welsh" foreign policy) almost certainly applies here too. The Welsh kingdoms did not act in concert against outside pressure, and their relations with external powers were driven by the same dynastic and regional rivalries that drove their relations with each other.

Saints and founding legends as political resources shaping dynastic memory.

Christianity had been established in Wales during the late Roman period, and by the sixth century the Welsh church was a developed institution with its own saints, cult centres, and ecclesiastical politics. Welsh Christianity in this period was organised around monasteries rather than around diocesan bishoprics on the later Roman model. Major ecclesiastical sites were communities of monks headed by an abbot, who might or might not also hold episcopal orders, and the boundaries of territorial dioceses as they would exist in the later medieval period were not yet fixed. This monastic character shaped the way saints functioned politically: a saint's foundation was both a religious community and a landed institution, and control of it was a political asset.

The period from the fifth to the seventh century saw the careers (or supposed careers) of the major Welsh saints whose cults shaped the religious and political geography of the country for the rest of the medieval period. The most important was David (Dewi Sant), associated with the monastic centre at Menevia in Pembrokeshire, later St Davids (Tyddewi). David is traditionally dated to the sixth century, with a death date commonly given as 589 or thereabouts, though the surviving Life of David was written by Rhygyfarch, son of Sulien of St Davids, in the 1090s, some five centuries after David's supposed lifetime, and should be treated as a late-eleventh-century document about earlier tradition rather than as contemporary biography. Illtud, associated with the monastic school at Llanilltud Fawr (Llantwit Major) in Glamorgan, was similarly a sixth-century figure whose Life was written later. Cadog at Llancarfan, Teilo associated with Llandeilo and with the later bishopric of Llandaff, Padarn at Llanbadarn Fawr in Ceredigion, Deiniol at Bangor on the Menai Strait, and Beuno in seventh-century Gwynedd formed a network of regional saintly founders whose cult sites became major ecclesiastical and political centres.

The mechanics of cult were concrete. Each major saint had a feast day on the church calendar, observed at his principal foundation with an annual liturgy and often a fair; on the feast, pilgrims arrived to venerate the relics, typically bones housed in a reliquary, sometimes accompanied by portable objects such as a bell or staff associated with the saint in life. The relics generated income through pilgrim offerings and legitimated the foundation's title to its lands. The community's privileges of sanctuary, its exemptions from secular tribute, and its liberty to elect its own abbot were routinely defended by appeal to the saint, on the argument that infringement would be an offence against the saint himself and not just against the monks. Welsh kings honoured these privileges when they could afford to, and infringed them when they needed to, in the same pragmatic way they treated other property rights.

Saints anchored ecclesiastical centres to specific places and gave those places spiritual and political weight. The community that guarded a saint's relics, managed his feast day, and recorded his miracles controlled a valuable asset: pilgrim traffic, revenue from landholdings accumulated over generations, and the prestige that came with association with the saint. Rulers who patronised these centres, endowed them with land, confirmed their privileges, and sought their intercession drew on the saint's spiritual capital for political legitimacy.

The genealogical tradition as it was compiled from the ninth century onward frequently linked ruling dynasties to saints, either as descendants or as near kin. A king descended from a saint, or whose ancestors had been saints' patrons, had a sacral component to his authority that went beyond mere secular rule. Brychan of Brycheiniog is the clearest example: he was credited in tradition with a large number of saintly children, whose cults were scattered across southern Wales and whose genealogical connections wove the kingdom's identity into a network of holy foundations.

Founding legends served parallel functions. These were traditions about how a kingdom had come into existence, who its founding ancestor was, and what that ancestor's relation to the wider British and Roman past had been. The Cunedda tradition in Gwynedd traced the ruling line to a northern military commander of the late Roman period. The Powys tradition, as staged on the Pillar of Eliseg, traced the dynasty both to Vortigern and to Magnus Maximus, using the one to root the line in British antiquity and the other to claim Roman imperial dignity. The use of Magnus Maximus as a remote ancestor recurred across several Welsh dynastic traditions. Claiming descent from a Roman emperor asserted continuity with the Roman past and a form of inherited authority that no Anglo-Saxon dynasty could match.

Vortigern (Gwrtheyrn) deserves attention as an anti-model. In Gildas's and Bede's accounts he is the British ruler who invited the Saxons into Britain, a figure of catastrophic blame. In the Powysian tradition he is a legitimate founding ancestor. The coexistence of these two evaluations, Vortigern as villain in the external sources and Vortigern as legitimate founder in the internal tradition of Powys, shows that founding legends were local products, shaped by the political needs of the ruling dynasty rather than by any consistent national narrative.

Saints' lives as a written genre became important political documents when they were composed, most of them from the eleventh and twelfth centuries onward. A Life of a local saint typically included a detailed account of the lands the saint had acquired in his lifetime, the privileges granted to his foundation by successive rulers, and the boundary clauses for the estates the community continued to claim. These documents functioned as a kind of sacred cartulary, using narrative to defend property rights and institutional privileges that had been built up over centuries. The saint's sanctity guaranteed the justice of the church's claims, and a ruler who infringed on those claims could expect supernatural as well as temporal retribution.

For the period before 700, the saints and founding legends belong more to tradition than to contemporary documented fact. Their importance for dynastic memory is real and substantial, but it is retrospective. The Welsh dynasties of the ninth, tenth, and eleventh centuries drew on the early saints and founding figures to build their own genealogies and ideological claims to rule, and it is through those later compilations that the early period became visible at all. Reading the sixth- and seventh-century political history of Wales means reading through a screen of later hagiographic and genealogical material that shaped what was remembered and what was forgotten. The distortions of that screen are themselves part of the evidence.
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Chapter 2 — Monasteries, Saints and the Making of a Literate Culture, c. 5th–10th centuries 
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Monastic foundations and episcopal structures as local powerbrokers.

The Welsh church across the fifth to tenth centuries was built around monasteries rather than around the territorial dioceses standard in the western church elsewhere. The monastic pattern had its roots in the late Roman period and was reinforced by contact with Irish monasticism in the fifth and sixth centuries. The result was an ecclesiastical geography in which the principal institutions were great mother churches, each founded by or associated with a saint, controlling a cluster of dependent churches, and accumulating land and income across generations.

The Welsh term for such a mother church, known from the later medieval period and applied retrospectively to its earlier form, is clas. A clas church was staffed by a community of canons (the claswyr) under an abbot who might also be in episcopal orders. The community held the surrounding estates in common, drew on their renders for support, and administered the pastoral care of the area. The abbot's office was often hereditary in practice, passing through particular families, though the formal rules varied across the country and were never fully codified in this period.

The principal monastic centres were distributed across the country in a pattern that mapped only loosely onto the kingdoms. In the north, Bangor on the Menai Strait was associated traditionally with Deiniol (d. c. 584) and became the most important monastic centre of Gwynedd. Clynnog Fawr in Arfon, associated with Beuno (early seventh century), was a major secondary centre. On the Dee, the separate and substantial monastery of Bangor-is-Coed was the foundation whose monks were killed in large numbers, according to Bede, by the Northumbrian king Aethelfrith at the time of the Battle of Chester. In central and south Wales the principal foundations were Llanilltud Fawr (Llantwit Major) under Illtud (early sixth century), Llancarfan under Cadog (mid-sixth century), Llandeilo Fawr under Teilo (mid-sixth century), Llanbadarn Fawr in Ceredigion under Padarn, and Menevia (St Davids) under David (traditionally d. 589). In the southeast the older ecclesiastical sites at Llandaff and at smaller centres such as Llandough and Llantwit were drawn together across the following centuries into what became, under later bishops, the medieval diocese of Llandaff.

Episcopal structures in this period were loose. Bishops existed, and their office had its basis in the canonical order of the western church, but their territorial jurisdiction was not defined in the way the later medieval dioceses would define it. A bishop was often simultaneously the abbot of a major monastery, and his pastoral responsibilities extended over the paruchia (the network of dependent churches) of that monastery rather than over a geographically contiguous diocese. A single kingdom could contain several bishops with overlapping responsibilities, and a bishop's authority might extend across political borders if his paruchia did. The four Welsh dioceses of the later medieval period (St Davids, Llandaff, Bangor, and St Asaph) took shape gradually between the eleventh and the thirteenth centuries and cannot be projected back into the earlier period without distortion.

Welsh ecclesiastical institutions in this period were therefore local powerbrokers in their own right. A major clas church controlled estates measured in tens of square miles, drew renders and labour services from its tenants, employed artisans and scribes, ran a school, maintained a library, and settled disputes among its dependants. Its abbot was a political figure comparable in weight to the lay lords of the region. His decisions on where to station priests, how to handle a disputed inheritance, or whether to back a particular contender in a succession quarrel carried real political consequences. The income of a major monastery in food renders and cash offerings could sustain a building programme, a scriptorium, and a substantial network of client clergy. The institutional base was the same as that of secular rule: agricultural surplus extracted from a subject population, organised through patronage and obligation, and defended when necessary by force.

The reach of individual foundations can be inferred from the later charter record. St Davids, from the later eighth century onward, appears in land transactions across a wide swath of southwest Wales, and its estates at the time of the Anglo-Norman conquest were spread across several cantrefs and included properties at considerable distance from the mother church. Llanilltud Fawr held estates across Glamorgan documented in the Llandaff charter tradition. The hereditary character of many abbacies meant that the families associated with a particular clas became a distinct stratum of ecclesiastical gentry, and by the later early-medieval period some of these abbatial lineages had remained in the same family across several successive generations.

Because Welsh ecclesiastical geography did not align with political geography, the major foundations routinely operated across kingdom boundaries. St Davids held estates in Dyfed and Ceredigion that straddled distinct polities. Llanilltud and Llancarfan drew patronage from the kings of Glywysing and from lesser southeastern rulers. Bangor in Gwynedd had interests that extended into what would later be northern Powys. A major abbot or bishop could therefore not afford to be exclusively the creature of one dynasty; his foundation's interests required him to maintain working relationships with several rulers simultaneously, and a dynastic reversal in one kingdom did not necessarily disrupt the foundation's operations in another.

Asser of St Davids supplies a concrete late-ninth-century portrait of how a major Welsh foundation related to the political world around it. Asser was a monk at St Davids who was recruited around 885 by Alfred of Wessex to assist with the Anglo-Saxon king's programme of learning and administration. He divided his time thereafter between the West Saxon court and his Welsh foundation, eventually becoming bishop of Sherborne by the late 890s. His Life of King Alfred, written in 893, is a major source for the period not only of Wessex but of Wales: Asser describes Hyfaidd of Dyfed seeking Alfred's protection against the encroachments of the sons of Rhodri Mawr, and gives an unusually direct account of the diplomatic balance among the Welsh kingdoms in a period of Anglo-Saxon resurgence. Asser's career also shows the international reach of a major Welsh foundation: a St Davids monk could become a working participant in the religious and political life of one of the most important Anglo-Saxon courts.

The law texts preserve a detailed picture of the establishment of a major clas, listing the offices of abbot, prior, dean, and canons; the categories of land held by the foundation; the renders due from its tenants; and the protocols governing relations between the clas and the local secular court. The picture is anachronistic for the early period to the extent that the law texts reflect later conditions, but the underlying institutional framework was already in place by the period this chapter covers.

Hagiography, pilgrimage and the political use of saint cults.

The hagiographic corpus of Wales is the richest body of written material on the early ecclesiastical history of the country, but almost all of it was composed between the late eleventh and the mid-twelfth century, several centuries after the saints whose lives it records. Reading Welsh hagiography therefore means working with documents whose form reflects the concerns of eleventh- and twelfth-century communities at least as much as the circumstances of the fifth- and sixth-century figures they describe.

The earliest surviving Welsh-connected Life is the Vita Prima Sancti Samsonis, which commemorates Samson of Dol, a sixth-century monk and bishop associated with Llantwit, Caldey Island, Cornwall, and Brittany. The Vita Prima's date of composition is disputed; some scholars place it in the seventh century, others in the ninth. On either dating it is
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