Assessment One: Archival Exercise Richard Ingate (2517522)
St.Asaph/Llanelwy is a small cathedral town in North Wales named in Welsh after its parish church. In one sense the early history of the town is a tale of two saints, Kentigern and Asaph. The cathedral website refers to the beginning of this tale with St.Kentigern[footnoteRef:1]. As information about the life of this saint appears to be derived from the writing of Jocelin of Furness my point of entry would be the overview of Jocelin in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography[footnoteRef:2]. This is valuable for that overview and a list of sources. Helen Birkett’s The Saints' Lives of Jocelin of Furness then gives more detail and discuss the most relevant text, the ‘Vita sancti Kentigerni’, a life of the saint that Jocelin was commissioned to write[footnoteRef:3]. Birkett’s work is based on her PhD. which is unfortunately unavailable due to a cyber attack on the British Library. As mentioned, the main primary source is Jocelin’s ‘Vita sancti Kentigerni’ and this is itself available online as a digital item[footnoteRef:4]. Jocelin was writing for a specific audience, also named Jocelin, the Bishop of Glasgow and had definite opinions regarding his source materials, one of which he described as, ‘‘discoloured by uncultivated language and darkened by slovenly style’’[footnoteRef:5]. This suggests the author was not a neutral complier of information and that, interestingly, the historian has become part of the creation of the history.  [1:  The Dean and Chapter of St Asaph Cathedral, ‘The Cathedral’s history’, nd < https://stasaphcathedral.wales/en/cathedral/the-cathedrals-history [accessed 26October 2025].]  [2:  Robert Bartlett, ‘Furness, Jocelin of (fl. 1199–1214)’, in The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. By Professor Sir David Cannadine, Mark Curthoys, Alex May, (Oxford University Press 2025) < https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-14830 [accessed 26 October 2025].]  [3: , Helen Birkett, ‘Restoring the Text: Jocelin’s Approach to the Vita S. Kentegerni’, in The Saints’ Lives of Jocelin of Furness: Hagiography, Patronage and Ecclesiastical Politics (Boydell & Brewer, 2010), pp. 85–114]  [4:  British Library, Cotton MS Vitellius C. viii, f. 165r (Jocelin of Furness, Vita Sancti Kentigerni), < https://iiif.biblissima.fr/collections/manifest/6e16dc86eaf5f82e5159689122aa731ca5b18666?utm> [accessed 26 October 2025].]  [5:  Helen Birkett, ‘Restoring the Text’, no page number.] 

Regarding the second saint, St. Asaph, The National Library of Wales has the History of the Diocese of St. Asaph written by Archdeacon David Richard Thomas[footnoteRef:6]. The Archdeacon colourfully comments that ‘…the foundation of this see has been clothed by the biographers of the Saints of the Middle Ages in a motley dress of tradition and legend, of fact and fiction’[footnoteRef:7]. His book is an interesting account partly for what it reveals about the author’s attitudes[footnoteRef:8]. Both Thomas and his book are a treasure trove of legend/history for the diocese as well as referencing primary sources. [6:  David Richard, Thomas, A History of the Diocese of St. Asaph, (London & St. Asaph 1874).]  [7:  Thomas, A History, p. 1 <https://archive.org/details/historyofdiocese00thom/page/n15/mode/2up> [accessed 27 October 2025] ]  [8:  As an additional example, Thomas continues, ‘In doing 
this they sometimes fell into curious mistakes, that alike fed, and 
fed upon, the credulity of the age.’ Thomas, ‘A History’ page 1) ] 

One of those primary sources referenced is also held at the NLW as part of the St.Asaph Bishop’s Palace Manuscripts[footnoteRef:9]. This is important here for its copy of surviving parts of the, Llyfr Coch Asaph (Red Book of St.Asaph). The dating of a largely lost text from its fragments is an interesting matter. One principle is that the text must be later than the earliest people and events it mentions. For example, Thomas mentions an event related in the Llyfr Coch Asaph that can be dated to 1265, so the text should have been written after that date[footnoteRef:10]. A further secondary source for more in depth investigation of the Red Book is an article in the NLW journal by D.L. Evans[footnoteRef:11]. Although possibly dated, having been written in 1946, it provides a detailed examination and exploration of the text. Evans certainly emphasises the importance of what fragments remain, claiming they were, ‘the main source for the Church in Wales for the second half of the 13th century’[footnoteRef:12] This is later than the period I am discussing however, Thomas certainly thought this text was also relevant to the account of St. Kentigern[footnoteRef:13]. [9:  St Asaph (Bishop's Palace) Manuscripts, (1926), Fonds GB 0210 MSSABISH - < https://archives.library.wales/index.php/st-asaph-bishops-palace-manuscripts> [accessed 27 October 2025]]  [10:  Thomas op cit. p7]  [11:  D. L. Evans, ‘Llyfr Coch Asaph’, The National Library of Wales Journal, Vol.4 (3), 1946, ISSN: 0011-4421
]  [12:  Evans, ‘Llyfr Coch Asaph’, p. 178]  [13:  Thomas, op cit. p3] 

My interest here has been to explore sources for the founding history of St. Asaph / Llanelwy. Dealing with lives and legends of saints, it is a potential window into the creation of historical narratives rather than a simple record. One observation I have made about the historians of St. Kentigern and St. Asaph is that they brought their own perspectives to their tasks and in treating such legendary material today a certain reflective awareness of my own presuppositions would be valuable. If I were to go further with this it would be in the direction of saints’ lives more generally together with the people who wrote about those lives as well as those they were writing for. Jocelin, for example seems to have had a very interesting career as a hagiographer and researching him and the world that called for his talents would be a fascinating window into this aspect of the early medieval period. It would be interesting, for example to take the recipient of the Life of Kentigern, Bishop Jocelin of Glasgow, and investigate what other works he had commissioned in an attempt to notice any opinions and attitudes in common within those texts that might have been more about the Bishop’s wishes than the history.
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