SPECIAL COLLECTIONS RESEARCH
THE RODERIC BOWEN LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES
1.
INTRODUCTION TO THE COURSE AND TO THE SPECIAL COLLECTIONS,

(i) The first aim of this module to provide you with the opportunity to work with the historical records and special collections of medieval manuscripts and early printed books held by the Roderic Bowen Library and Archives. When studying the literature, philosophy, theology, or history of any period, it is easy to lose sight of the fact that the texts that we regard as primary for our purposes are not disembodied but were originally committed to a material by means of which they could be read, stored, and re-read. Materials of course change, for example, from medieval parchment manuscripts to early printed books in the Renaissance period. This course is about giving you access to the pages themselves of those manuscripts, historical records, and early printed books, their texts, illustrations, inscriptions and bindings.
(ii) The second aim for you to learn how to conduct a range of kinds of research using these materials. For this reason a significant part of the instruction in lectures will be concerned with explaining knowledge that may be applied directly in three of the four elements of assessment. These are the three projects: an archive project; a printed book project; and a book illustration project. These projects assess what you learn through lectures and further reading; but a large part of what you are intended to learn will be learned doing the projects, so a substantial amount of class time will be given over to their completion. Your learning is project driven and the module may therefore seem quite practical.
(iii) The third aim is to encourage you to reflect on this experience and to use it to deepen your understanding of archives and special collection libraries and their role in the history of the production, reading, and collection of manuscripts and books. In addition, level 6 students in particular are encouraged to think reflexively about the value of archives and special collection libraries to research and scholarship generally and in particular about your learning on this module in relation to your other studies.
(iv) Before we take a closer look at the structure and content of the course, let us pause to consider terminology. We are in the Reading Room of the Roderic Bowen Library and Archives. What is the difference between a library and an archive? Libraries hold books and archives hold documents, records, and manuscripts. What are manuscripts? What manuscripts might be held in a library rather than an archive? The answer is medieval parchment manuscript codices. They are manuscripts because they are written by hand but they are often bound as books. In general libraries hold printed books though in addition they may hold other kinds of material. What are special collections? Whether manuscripts or books, collections have their own integrity.
(v) All classes will take place in the Roderic Bowen Library and Archives Reading Room. Usually for up to at least one hour and frequently up to two hours of each three-hour class, there will be opportunity for you to work independently in the Reading Room on the projects that you will be required to do. The lectures will provide an historical and critical education relating directly to your project work, providing context for understanding and working on the materials you will be encountering – materials by which text and illustration have been transmitted. These lectures begin today with an historical overview of the university at Lampeter and its historical records. They will continue with lectures on using collections to rethink university histories and thinking critically about collecting. Lectures next week turn to the historical development of printing after the invention of the printing press by Johannes Gutenberg in the mid-fifteenth century. There will follow lectures on histories of the book, readership, and communication, the process and techniques of binding of books, on book provenance, and on the history of the collecting and ownership of books, including institutional collection. There will then follow lectures focused on illustrations, firstly in medieval manuscripts, then at greater length in printed books.
(vi) The assessment is designed to reflect the entire course but it also gives you considerable latitude in your choice of avenues to pursue in the library and archives. In the archive project, you will be asked to work with the university records and in the book biography project, you will be assigned a book to work on. But in the book illustration project you will be provided guidelines within which you will be free to choose whichever illustration you should like to work on. Today you will begin work on your archive project, next week on your book biography project, and the week after that on your book illustration project. You do not need to complete any of these projects until the end of the module, when you will submit all together in a portfolio with a reflective journal.
(vii) Working here in the RBLA are the Special Collections Librarian, Ruth Gooding, and the Special Collections Archivist, Nicky Hammond. They will be assisting greatly to ensure that this course runs smoothly and contributing lecture and managing projects. They will be able to answer queries you may have about access to the resources; they will receive orders from you for books and manuscripts from downstairs in the rolling stacks; they will also be able to offer independent expert advice. In addition, Nicky Hammond will convene the Archive Project and Ruth Gooding will be contributing to the series of lectures on books, focusing on specific items or groups of items within the special collections of the Roderic Bowen Library.
(viii) There are rules for readers working in the RBLA Reading Room. You must not bring food or drink into the Reading Room. When you take notes, you may use a pencil or a laptop/ipad, but not a pen. You should not wear loose bracelets that may catch on the corners of pages of books or manuscripts. Nor should you wear nail varnish if you think it might rub off onto the pages. When opening books or bound manuscripts, you should place them on an appropriately sized cushion beforehand and use a book snake to weight the pages if you need to hold them open. In addition, we are issuing some guidelines and rules in the context of the pandemic. We should also like everyone to wash their hands before coming to the reading room each morning. 
(ix) Until relatively recently the book and manuscript collections downstairs were housed in what is still called the Founder’s Library, in the Old Building; that is, until they were moved to this purpose-built library. The books and manuscripts are now in rolling stacks in a temperature and humidity controlled environment, where they are protected from the deterioration to which they had become subject over in Old Building.
(x) The early library of what was first called St David’s College, in Lampeter, consists of early gifts and the three benefactions of the founding collections. These were the benefaction and private library of Bishop Thomas Burgess; Dr Thomas Bowdler’s donation of the Tract Collection; and by far the largest collection donated by Thomas Phillips. In addition, you will be using the university records and the archive of post-medieval manuscripts. About all these you will learn more as the course progresses.
II.

INTRODUCTION TO THE REFLECTIVE JOURNAL

(i) The Reflective Journal should be developed over the course of the module. It is to be generated by you recording your reflections on your work on your projects, on the skills you develop, on what you learn through the lectures and class discussion, and on your research and further reading. For each part of the course there will be recommended further reading. Some of this will be to help you develop your interests; some will be for you simply to look things up. The latter will frequently be items on the reference shelves in this reading room which you can consult during the periods of time you are working on your projects. Record the ways in which you use the recommended further reading and other resources that may be drawn to your attention. Keep all these notes.
(ii) The historical practice of copying text and making notes in a kind of journal goes back to the later middle ages. Typically, people kept what was called a commonplace book for this and other purposes. By emulating this practice in some measure you are being encouraged to understand historical reading and writing practices. Recording and commenting on passages of text and adding reflections was a well-established practice when this collection of books first formed the old library of St. David’s College, Lampeter.
(iii) For the purposes of assessment, you should turn your reflective journal into a coherently presented essay at the end of the course, to be submitted with the other components of assessment – the projects – by the deadline of the end of the Sunday following the fourth and final week of the block. Your reflective essay should aim to provide a detailed, thoughtful analysis of your learning over the course of the module – your experience and the understanding and skills you have developed. It may range widely over the different parts of the course, and across the components of assessment, but it should also focus on pivotal moments of your learning and the insight you gained from particular experiences. So, it should be both academic and personal.

(iv) You may also choose to reflect on your understanding of the place of archives and libraries (especially special collection libraries) in your own values and in society at large. And you may wish to reflect on how your learning on this module relates to the rest of your degree studies.
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