Gwenllian ferch Gruffydd, Nest ferch Rhys and Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn: To what extent are these women indicative of the Anglo-Norman colonisation of Wales?
A Proposal
The intended purpose of my dissertation is to analyse the major events in the lives of three reasonably well-known Welsh Noblewomen in order to gain a better understanding of how the Anglo-Norman colonisation was able to take root in medieval Wales. While the subject of the Norman invasion is covered extensively by historians, the lives of women are largely left out. I hope to add my name to a list of historians working to change this. 
This essay will cover the lifespans of these three women, starting with Nest ferch Rhys’ birth in approximately 1085 and ending with Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn’s death in 1337. It is a large period of time, but the fall of Rhys ap Tewdwr (Nest’s father) has been credited as the beginning of the end the Britons[footnoteRef:1], and the hope of Wales regaining any type of independence seemingly died when the last of the royal line was neutralised during the aftermath of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd’s (Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn’s father) rebellion in 1282. Therefore, the lives of these three women can hopefully show us the beginning, middle and end of the colonisation of Wales in a way that hasn’t fully been explored before. [1:  Brut Y Tywysogion, trans. By John Williams (London: Longman, Green, Longman and Roberts, 1860) p.53
Britons, i.e the Welsh, Irish and Scottish Celts. ] 

In order to do this, I have created four slightly smaller research questions, which will be separated into individual chapters, focusing on the roles these women played:
1. The first will be focused on their childhood, their parental influences, and any Anglo-Norman interference. As well as how they were raised since they had such varied upbringings despite all starting out as part of the Welsh Nobility. All their fathers were kings whose kingdoms were under threat from their Anglo-Norman neighbours, and who dealt with it in varying ways, some vying for peace and some waging an all out war. It’ll be interesting to uncover exactly how this affected their adulthood and legacies.
2. Chapter two will focus on their married lives, who did they marry and why? It seems, on the surface, that all three women’s married life was influenced by the Anglo-Norman neighbours in one way or another. Whether it was through a husband being chosen for them (Nest ferch Rhys), choosing their husband to spite the burgeoning peace between their family and the Anglo-Normans (Gwenllian ferch Gruffudd), or by being forced to marry the church and give up the ability/right to produce an heir that could threaten the Anglo-Norman hold on Wales’ kingdoms (Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn). Three entirely different situations, that speak volumes on the Anglo-Norman invasion and the Welsh attitudes towards the invaders that I feel are vitally important in understanding the political climate within Wales at this point in time.
3. The third chapter will look at the women as rebels, and whether they opposed the Norman control in their own way or didn’t as the case may be. On the surface level, it appears as though only Gwenllian ferch Gruffydd was part of any rebellion since she led an army against the Anglo-Norman invaders and lost her life for something, she believed in. However, rebellion exists in many forms – and could Nest naming her daughters Welsh names and teaching them parts of Welsh culture or housing her rebel brother at the beginning of his rebellion be seen as a form of rebellion in itself? I hope, in this chapter to fully unpack the little rebellions made by the Noblewomen, as well as the bigger, more obvious ones.
4. The fourth and final chapter will cover their deaths and legacies, did their deaths serve any purpose? Did their children continue their rebellions or did their sense of Welshness die with them? Cursory reading has revealed that Gwenllian’s children continued her rebellion after her death and took a large amount of Welsh land as their own and Nest’s children and grandchildren were large players in the Norman colonisation of Ireland – but did they identify as Welsh or had they completely accepted their Anglo-Norman heritage? Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn’s legacy is slightly different since she had no children or family of her own, but to this day the people of Wales still visit her grave to pay tribute to her as our last real Princess[footnoteRef:2], so her legacy has lived on in this respect.  [2:  Cymdeithas y Dywysoges Gwenllian, Visit Gwenllian’s Memorial, N.D. <https://www.princessgwenllian.co.uk/tpgsvgm.htm> [Accessed 2nd October 2019]] 

Historiography
There is a fair amount of research into the colonisation of Wales, David Carpenter’s ‘The Struggle for Mastery: Britain, 1066-1284’ (2003) and ‘Normans and Empire’ written by David Bates in 2010 are prime examples of works exploring this period. But both of these, and many others that cover this period overlook the roles of women entirely, instead focusing on the ‘heroic’ actions of men or the famous battles.  Messer remarks that all socio-political and cultural histories of Wales are entirely incomplete as they ignore the roles of women altogether[footnoteRef:3] which is easy to do since a cursory glimpse at manuscripts at the National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth do not make the roles of women clear or easily accessible. Messer also notes that Wales is far behind the rest of Europe in recognising women’s roles in history.  [3:  Danna R. Messer, ‘The Uxorial Lifecycle and Female Agency In Wales In The Twelfth And Thirteenth Centuries’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Bangor University, 2014), p.10, < http://e.bangor.ac.uk/5870/1/D.R.%20Messer,%20School%20of%20Welsh%20History,%20PhD%202014.pdf>  [accessed 1st October 2019]] 

Studies on women in Wales are tricky since a lot of the gaps left in the sources from the time have to be filled in by educated guesses and historians are almost left to come to their own conclusions based on what details we do know. For example, the life of Nest ferch Rhys has huge gaps throughout, but they can be bridged by using the laws of Hywel Dda to see what would have been expected of women of her status during this period. This is what Kari Maund has done to gain a working understanding of Nest’s childhood[footnoteRef:4]. ‘Hywel Dda: The Law’ edited by Dafydd Jenkins[footnoteRef:5] and ‘The Welsh Law of Women’ edited and compiled by Dafydd Jenkins and Morfydd Owens[footnoteRef:6] – are books I intend to use for this express purpose since I haven’t come across the actual manuscript yet. Richards’ ‘Welsh Noblewomen in the Thirteenth Century’ should help with this as well, as it delves into expected gender roles and not just the law – giving a more extensive view of how these women lived[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Kari Maund, Princess Nest of Wales: Seductress of the English. (Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing Limited, 2007) ]  [5:  Dafydd Jenkins, Hywel Dda: the Law, trans.by Dafydd Jenkins (Dyfed: Gomer, 1986) ]  [6:  Dafydd Jenkins and Morfydd E. Owens, The Welsh Law of Women (Cardiff: Cardiff University Press, 1980)]  [7:  Gwenyth Richards, Welsh Noblewomen in the Thirteenth Century (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 2009)] 

Nest ferch Rhys is the most written-about of the three Noblewomen I’m going basing this dissertation, with two entire books and an article written entirely about her (that I’ve found and been able to access)[footnoteRef:8][footnoteRef:9][footnoteRef:10]. Therefore, idealistically, that should be the easiest part to write – though I haven’t tried to access any manuscripts yet since I’ve been focusing on other aspects, so that remains to be seen. I have found two intriguing manuscripts at the National Library of Wales that talk about Gruffydd ap Cynan (Gwenllian ferch Gruffydd’s father) that I believe will have mentions of Gwenllian or the climate around her upbringing[footnoteRef:11][footnoteRef:12], I’m hoping to access them in the next few weeks.  [8:  Maund, Nest of Wales (2007)]  [9:  Susan M. Johns, Gender, Nation and Conquest in the High Middle Ages: Nest of Deheubarth. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013)]  [10:  University of Notre Dame, ‘The Helen of Wales’: Nest Ferch Rhys ap Tewdwr, a Shaper of History (Part 1), 2018 <https://sites.nd.edu/manuscript-studies/2018/08/31/the-helen-of-wales-nest-ferch-rhys-ap-tewdwr-a-shaper-of-history-part-1/>  [Accessed: 1st April 2019]]  [11:  Aberystwyth, National Archive of Wales, NLW MS 1523D
Unsure about date of original work.]  [12:  Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, Cardiff MS 2.113.
Unsure about date of original work] 

I have been given a collection of documents on the life of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd[footnoteRef:13] from the National Library of Wales, and in all the documents there are only two sentences that mention his daughter – and they do not say much. I’ve sent an email to the National Library of Wales, in hope of them being able to offer assistance in choosing the best manuscripts to read through for all three Noblewomen – but I am still waiting for a reply. [13:  Rhidian Griffiths, Casgliad o DDogfennau 1282 (Aberystwyth: National Library of Wales, 1986)] 

I plan on using Smith’s ‘Llywelyn ap Gruffudd’[footnoteRef:14] book to gain an understanding of the political climate around the time of Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn’s birth and upbringing, including her father’s rebellion and his death. The book doesn’t contain many mentions of Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn which is disappointing, but the book is still important for this dissertation. [14:  J. Beverley Smith, LLywelyn ap Gruffudd: Prince of Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1998)] 

I’m also going to be using several books that attempt to cover the whole of Welsh history in the past 2000 years in hope that they can give a broader understanding of the issues and why they arose and how they were resolved or quashed. Gwynfor Evan’s ‘Land of my Fathers’[footnoteRef:15] is one, though I am weary of the fact that he provides no references for his information since it was a political book and not a historical one but I’m hoping to combat this by only using it to solidify ideas found in other texts rather than to present ideas.  John Davies’ ‘A History of Wales’ is another I intend to use for this purpose, though this one does not have a reference list either[footnoteRef:16]. [15:  Gwynfor Evans, Land of my Fathers: 2000 years of Welsh history (Ceredigion: Y Lolfa Cyf, 1992)]  [16:  John Davies, A History of Wales, revised ed. (Suffolk: Clays Ltd, 2007)] 

‘The Welsh Kings’ by Kari Maund[footnoteRef:17] and ‘The Welsh Princes’ by Roger Turvey[footnoteRef:18] are also going to be key texts in understanding the men in these women’s lives since both have references to their father’s, Nest’s brother and Gwenllian ferch Gruffydd’s husband (Gruffudd ap Rhys ap Tewdwr). The only downside to these books is that they seem too short to really go into depths on the bigger issues that faced the men in these periods – But I have only skimmed them so far so I could be wrong. [17:  Kari Maund, The Welsh Kings: The Medieval Rulers of Wales (Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing Limited, 2004)]  [18:  Roger Turvey, The Welsh Princes: 1063-1283 (Edinburgh: Pearson Education, 2002)] 


Methodology 
At first, this dissertation was going to cover several more women during this period, including; Catrin ferch Owain Glyndŵr, Gwladys Tewdwr (Nest ferch Rhys’ mother) and Eleanor de Montfort (Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn’s mother). The aim was to do a short but in-depth analysis of all their lives and see what conclusions could be drawn about the Anglo-Norman colonisation. It soon became apparent that that was too large an idea for such a small word count, so I narrowed the subject down to three Noblewomen and split their lives into four easily comparable chapters that can be seen above. 
I am going to take a Gender history approach to this topic and explore an area that has, until very recently, been ignored or forgotten. I think this is incredibly important, not only because the women of the time deserve every bit of recognition for their suffering and achievements as the men get, but also because we can’t ever fully understand any topic until we understand how it affected every citizen. I am aware that the women I chose to use for this dissertation are from the Nobility, and therefore probably don’t allow for comparisons with the poorer classes, but if the sources on Noblewomen are difficult to find, information on Peasant women would be nigh on impossible. 
I realised this dissertation wasn’t going to be an easy task after looking through the catalogue at the National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth and finding that there were no manuscripts or sources dedicated to any of the women included in this dissertation, and this theme continues seemingly everywhere. Which means, in order to write this essay, I’m going to have to find the sources on their fathers, brothers, husbands, sons and male friends and analyse them for any mention of the women and their achievements.  
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