
Using the ‘Monastic Wales’ website (www.monasticwales.org) choose ONE monastery and answer the following questions:
1. To what order did it belong, and what do you understand by ‘order’?
1. Who founded it?
1. Are there any indications of why it was founded?
1. What is the significance of its location?
1. Discuss the significance of any of the recorded events in its history.

 The remains of Llanthony Priory are situated in the Black Mountains of Wales. It was built in 1118 and was inhabited by the order of Canons Regular of St Augustine (Black canons).[footnoteRef:1] An Order is a group of religious people (clergy and lay people), living under a religious rule. They were sometimes set apart from society, devoted to following principles laid down by their founder’s religious practice.[footnoteRef:2] The Rule of St Augustine was derived from some documents written by Augustine, Bishop of Hippo and a famous theologian, (died 430 CE) which by the 6th Century had influenced the development of monasticism. He thought that priests should give up personal possessions and live in communities. The Rule became the standard for canons regular(priests living under a rule) and allowed for adaptability, often including the local customs.[footnoteRef:3] They were the first order in the Catholic Church’ to combine clerical status with a full common life’,[footnoteRef:4]  thus It was a suitable order for serving churches , cathedrals and hospitals [footnoteRef:5] Gerald of Wales thought that Augustinians were more content than any other order as they were able to live among the common people,  living humbly and modestly.[footnoteRef:6]   Roberts confirmed that their moderation of living was not too extreme and avoided  extremes of pride and hypocritical meanness. [footnoteRef:7] [1:  Janet Burton, Karen Stober, Monastic Wales (2009), https://www.monasticwales.org/browsedb.php?func=showsite&siteID=45> [accessed 14 December 2023]]  [2:  Wikipedia, Llanthony Priory, (2023), < https://www.en.m.wikipedia.org/llanthony priory >[accessed 14 December 2023]]  [3:  Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain 1000-1300,(Cambridge: University Press, 1994), p.43]  [4:  Brittanica, Augustinian/Definition,History,&Facts(2023)  <https://www.britanica.com/augustinian/defininition,history &facts> [accessed 14 December2023]]  [5:  Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders, p.44]  [6:  Lewis Thorpe, Gerald of Wales, The Journey Through Wales and The Description of Wales, (England: Clays Ltd,2004), p.97]  [7:  George Roberts,’Llanthony Priory Monmouthshire’, Archaeologia Cambrensis, 1:3 (July 1846), 205-245,         (p.210)] 

Founded by Hugh de Lacy (Lord of Ewyas) , the romantic story is that William de Lacy who was a knight serving with Hugh de Lacy,  while hunting in  the black mountains ,came across the ruins of a chapel dedicated to St David(patron saint of Wales) who according to some had lived a hermitical life there,[footnoteRef:8] although others state that David  probably built the chapel merely as a place of contemplation.[footnoteRef:9] William de Lacy was said to give up his warriorship and embrace religion to live in the ruins of the church as a hermit. Further legend is that he did not remove his armour for the rest of his life either due to corrosion from the damp atmosphere or as penance for his previous warrior life.[footnoteRef:10] This story became widely known, even reaching the Royal Court of Henry I and in 1103, Ersinius, chaplain to Queen Matilda, left court to join William as a hermit. Hugh de Lacy became patron to the anchorites who had rebuilt the chapel dedicated to St John and which had been consecrated by Bishops of Glamorgan and Hereford in 1108. On advice from Archbishop Anselm of Canterbury, he agreed to found a monastery (although this was not what William and Ersinius wanted as they wanted to remain living their simple hermitical lives)[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Kevin Knight/New Advent, Catholic Encyclopedia: Llanthony Priory, 2023, <https://www.newadvent.org/catholicencyclopedia/llanthonypriory >[accessed 14 December 2023]]  [9:  Roberts, ‘Llanthony priory’, p.205]  [10:  L.D Fancourt, Llanthony Priory History and Guide, (Nailsworth Gloucestershire,B.A Hathaway),p.1.]  [11:  Roberts, ‘Llanthony priory’, p.210.] 

There has been some speculation as to the significance of the location of Llanthony Priory, eight miles northeast of Abergavenny and nestled in the Vale of Ewys beneath the black mountains. It was the first Augustinian monastery to be built in Wales and the highest in Britain.[footnoteRef:12]   The siting of a priory in an upland valley was not typical of Augustinians who usually chose good quality arable land or within an urban area, but it was felt that it was established more in the hermatic tradition[footnoteRef:13] which was what William de Lacy and Ernisius craved. Gerald of Wales stated, ‘it is a site most suited to the practice of religion and better chosen for canonical discipline than that of any of the other monasteries in the whole Island of Britain.’[footnoteRef:14] He also commented that the climate was healthy although it rained often and the winds blew strong. Diseases were rare and the canons from the daughter house in Gloucester often returned there in order to recuperate if unwell.[footnoteRef:15] Much of the money that helped it to grow was gained from patronage by important visitors but despite this, it maintained its devout identity.[footnoteRef:16] [12:   Burton, Stober, Monastic Wales, (2009),]  [13:  Eddie Proctor, The History of Ewyas Lacy and the Marches of South-West Herefordshire/ Llanthony Priory in the Vale of Ewyas:The Landscape Impact of a Medieval Priory in the Welsh Marches,2007, <https://www.ewlaslacy.org.uk/-/Llanthony Priory >,[accessed 14 December 2023]]  [14:  Thorpe, Gerald of Wales, p.97.]  [15:  Ibid]  [16:  Roberts, ‘Llanthony priory’,p.210] 

Llanthony Priory was completed in 1118, and after the order of St Augustinians had been chosen by Archbishop Anselm of Canterbury, they were joined by canons from other priories amounting to forty. Ernisius was made first prior and the house flourished in piety and reputation attracting important visitors and patronage, even being well known in court.[footnoteRef:17] In 1115 a 2nd cell was established at Weobley in Hereford, but this was only short lived. [footnoteRef:18] When Ernisius gave up the role of prior to return to a hermitical life, Robert de Betun assumed the role, eventually becoming the Bishop of Hereford in 1131.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Roberts, ‘Llanthony priory’,p.211]  [18:  Burton, Stober, Monastic Wales (2009),
]  [19:  Roberts, Llanthony priory’, p. 217.] 

The monastery continued to develop with the patronage of the royal household but when Henry 1 died in 1135, it became vulnerable to attack from the Welsh people, thus the community asked for protection from  Robert, Bishop of Hereford  Although some canons remained, most moved to Hereford and in 1136 ,the Earl of Hereford provided some land in Gloucester where a daughter cell was established and known as Llanthony Secunda .[footnoteRef:20] The two priories remained as Prima and Secunda but according to (proctor??) the daughter house flourished and ’the ancient mother church became nothing more in fact than a refractory cell to the luxurious daughter at Gloucester. Property was transferred from Prima to Secunda, leaving those at Llanthony Prima reduced to poverty and looked on by some as a punishment to be sent there.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Burton, Stober, Monastic Wales, (2009)]  [21:  Roberts, Llanthony priory’, p.229.] 

1205 saw the formal separation of Prima and Second and after Prior Clement the 5th died, it was felt that Llanthony Prima never regained its dignity. Four canons and one prior were ordered to remain at all times to administer services to the parishioners of the village and in 1481 the mother house became a cell .[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Burton, Stober, Monastic Wales (2009),] 

 On 10th March 1538 came the dissolution of the monasteries and Prior David Kempe surrendered both Llanthony Prima and Secunda to Henry VIII . Gloucester had gained a large amount of property and land, being the 6th largest Augustinian house in Britain but the older Llanthony Priory with its Prior David and four canons was sold for merely £160, with each of them being granted a pension of £8. [footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Fancourt, Llanthony Priory History, p.5.] 

These days the ruins of the Priory are cared for by the Department of Environment.  It has a hostelry and hotel attached which attracts people from far and wide, with the nearby church still holding regular services.[footnoteRef:24] The priory still has a spiritual feel about it, reminiscent of its previous austerness and remoteness but tempered with tranquillity, It would surely have been a spectacular sight to behold in 12th and 13th centuries.  [24:  Fancourt, Llanthony Priory History, p.8.] 
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