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GENDER, NATION AND CONQUEST IN THE HIGH MIDDLE AGES: NEST OF DEHEUBARTH By Susan M. Johns Manchester University Press, 2013. 288pp  £80.00
This book is part of an extensive series from Manchester University Press entitled Gender in History. Susan M Johns takes this a stage further when she states in her introduction that she has written this book because even though much of historiography of the past twenty years has opened up to the study of women's roles in power and conquest, Welsh Medieval study has been lagging behind. She believes this book is one of many works that redress the balance. To do this she uses Welsh noble women who feature in writings from the High Middle Ages. 


Johns' main example of a powerful, influential woman, and the one she keeps referring back to throughout the book is the story of Nest of Deheubarth and her abduction. Nest was daughter of Rhys ap Tewdwr, King of Deheubarth,  and Gwladys, daughter of Rhiwallon ap Cynfyn of Powys; whilst she was his ward Nest had a least one illegitimate son, Henry FitzHenry, by Henry I; Nest married Gerald of Windsor with whom she had three sons and two daughters, one of these daughters became the mother of the author Gerald of Wales; after Gerald of Pembroke's death she married Stephen, the constable of Pembroke with whom she bore one son, Robert FitzStephen, who was one of the Norman conquers of Ireland. Johns takes the well know story in which Nest is abducted from the court of  Cadwgan ap Bleddyn while she and her husband Gerald are enjoying Christmas celebrations there, by one of Cadwgan's sons, Owain ap Cadwgan, who was also Nest's second cousin, and the possible rape of Nest by Owain, and explains the how this narrative is told and retold. An important issue Johns keeps bringing the reader back to is that one must always be mindful in reading source material, being aware of the context in which it was written and the perspective the writer wished to emphasis. She illuminates this for the reader by showing how Nest is portrayed in different sources, genres and contexts to illuminate and encourage certain ideas, ideologies and readings of history. 


Johns does not only use Nest's story for her illustration but those of other influential women: Joan, illegitimate daughter of King John and wife of Llewellyn the Great, Prince of Wales and Gwynedd; Gwenllian, wife of Gruffudd ap Rhys Prince of Deheubarth, who led an army against the Normans and was beheaded on the battlefield as well as other prominent women from this time period. 

Chapter one explores the original telling in Brut y Twysogion. Although even through here there are only two copies of the original manuscript remaining, Robert Vaughan's Peniarth MS.20 and The Red Book of Hergest, each version has a different perspective to it. She goes through the retelling by Gerald of Wales, Tudor writers, and on through the ages to modern retelling. 


Johns explains, with many examples, how the telling of Nest's abduction contains many allegories and symbolic interpretations between the Welsh and Normans during the High Middle Ages. She argues that in the remaking, repeating and reinterpreting of the tales of Nest' and other women, reveals that gendered identity in the past can be seen as key to explaining Welsh identity in the present (p177). She explores this from many sources to show the interplay between gender, ethnicity and conquest, thus giving the reader ample material to work with.  She states this is her reason for using Nest's story because, she believes, it is pivotal to the history of Wales – of how Deheubarth went from being a major Welsh kingdom to uniting with the Normans and how this joint power base becoming pivotal in conquering Ireland. Johns argues that by incorporated Nest's abduction tale, and other like it, into texts and  reinterpreted is because “Welsh identity in the past was felt to be the key to explaining Welsh identity in the present”(p147)

She illustrates how these marriage alliances interlink with the conquest of these lands of Wales. and she incorporates the connection between Wales and Ireland, and of course the Normans and Ireland,. This helps the reader look at the complexities of Welsh and Irish histories. So that as well as this being a study of women's role in shaping Anglo-Welsh history it also helps explore Anglo-Welsh and its connection with Irish history in general, showing the reader that the two cannot be separated. Women and men were both involved in the shaping of the nations and that in the writings of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries this was being illustrated, whereas as  the discipline of history developed through the ages so the focus shifted to primogeniture, wars and male conquest, but that now the balance is changing.


This is a subject Johns knows well having already published Noblewomen, Aristocracy and Power in the Twelfth-Century Anglo-Norman realm (2003), a book that follows on from her PhD thesis, again using literature and charters to show that aristocratic women did have power. Also in the two essays of Johns that were included in Seals and Society: Medieval Wales, the Welsh Marches and their English Border Region (2016) she shows the how women bequeathed to abbeys and sanctioned charters with their own elaborate seals. In chapter three of this book she looks at Welsh noble women's seals and the charters using many examples. Johns cites Davis who says that in the Book of Llandaff these charters were copied and rewritten, even though calling the Liber Lanadavensis a “clever work of forgery”(p85) these charters are still important evidence. 

With each text and historian that Johns cites she challenges and encourages the reader to think about what the writings tell us, about how the people of the time viewed the concept of gender within conquest. Although at times, due to the way the book is laid out,  it feels as though she has tried to over-explain her point, repeating it rather than keeping it succinct and trusting the intelligence of her reader. At times some of her sources and observations seem a bit tenuous, for example with the eighteenth century travel writings in chapter five. 


Due to the many names mentioned it would have been helpful if Johns had added genealogical tables to help remember who was related to whom. In  Noblewomen, Aristocracy and Power in the Twelfth-Century Anglo-Normal Realm (2003) Johns added an appendix with the women's seal explained. It would have been helpful to have had one in this book to be able to see the intricacies of the seals the Welsh noblewomen used. 


Even with these issues this is still a book that is important for those studying the role of women in Medieval Wales as well as the early Norman invasions and conquest of Ireland. For a scholar Johns' extensive footnotes and bibliography make it easy to explore her sources for oneself. This book, I believe leaves one with as many questions as it answers showing there is much more to explore around the issues of gender in historiography. 
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Gruffudd ap Cynan (c. 1055-1137)  was King of Gwynedd from 1081 until his death in 1137.
 Much of what is known about Gruffudd's life comes from  Historia Gruffud vab Kenan (author unknown), written either during the latter half of the reign of his son, Owain Gwynedd, or the early part of the reign of his grandson, Llywelyn the Great. Although there is a possibility of rhetoric exaggeration, modern scholars do agree that Gruffudd ushered in a period of stability and economic growth in Gwynedd and re-established the dynasty of Rhori Mawr through until 1283, a date which marks the end of native rule in Gwynedd. 

Gruffudd was the son of Cynan ap Iago, who was a Prince of Gwynedd, and  Ragnailt ingen Amlaíb, a granddaughter of King Sigtrygg Silkbeard and a member of the Hiberno-Norse Uí Ímair dynasty descended from Brian Boru, High King of all Ireland. Gruffudd was a grandson of Iago ab Idwal ap Meurig who had ruled Gwynedd from 1023 to 1039.  Gruffudd was a member of the Aberffraw dynasty and could trace his lineage back to Hywel Dda (c.880-950), who was King of Deheubarth, and a larger part of Wales for a period, and who allegedly orchestrated the collection of Welsh Medieval laws which became known as Laws of Hywel Dda (or Cyfraith Hywel in Welsh). Gruffudd could also trace his lineage to Rhodri Mawr (c. 820-878), who had been known as “King of the Britons” in the Annals of Ulster, and in some histories referred to as “King of Wales” even though his kingdom did not include all of South Wales. It is this, plus Ragnailt's relation to Norse and Irish dynasties which helped to secure his claim for the kingdom of Gwynedd. 


Gruffudd married Angharad (c. 1065-1162), who was the daughter of Owain ab Edwin of Dyffryn, Clwyd, who he had three sons and five daughters. 

Gruffudd's grandfather, Iago ab Idwal was killed in 1039, allegedly by his own men, and the kingdom of Gwynedd was ruled by Gruffydd ap Llywelyn until his death in 1063 then Bleddyn ap Cynfyn until his death in 1073. Trahaearn ap Caradog had seized the throne of Gwynedd on Bleddyn's death but because Trahaearn was not compliant with the Norman rule Robert of Rhuddlan, who was steadily gaining land in North Wales, offered  to give troops and assistance to Gruffudd ap Cynan if Gruffudd helped Robert to defeat Trahaearn. Gruffudd landed with at Abermenai Point, Anglesey, in 1075 with Irish troops and united with Robert's men. This united army fought and  killed Cynwrig ap Rhiwallon, an ally of Trahaeran's on the Llyn Peninsular, and then went on to defeat Trahaeran at the battle of Gwaed Erw, in Meirionnydd. Gruffudd did not stop there but continued to march through Gwynedd reclaiming land from the Normans until he captured Rhuddlan Castle. Unfortunately rebellion broke out between Gruffudd's Irish forces and the local Welsh men and Trahaeran was able to defeat Gruffudd at the battle of Bron yr Erw the same year. Gruffudd fled back to Dublin. 


In 1081 Gruffudd gathered an army of Scandinavians and Irish at Waterford, Ireland, and sailed to Porth Glais, near St David's, to join forces with Rhys ap Tewdwr of Deheubarth (c.1040-1093). They marched from there and engaged with an army comprising of Trahaearn ap Caradog, Caradog ap Gruffudd and Meilyr ap Rhiwallon of Powys at Mynydd Carn, where all three of these leaders where killed. Gruffudd used this victory to move northwards through Arwystli and Powys re-establishing himself as ruler of Gwynedd. 

Unfortunately this victory was short lived because Gruffudd was enticed to a meeting at Rhug, near Corwen, with Hugh, Earl of Chester, Hugh, Earl of Shrewsbury and Robert of Rhuddlan, allegedly to sort out a form of peace treaty. Instead he was captured and imprisoned in Hugh's castle in Chester. The Historia is inconclusive about how long Gruffudd was imprisoned,  managing to say it was twelve and then sixteen years on the same page without any irony. The Historia does tell a story of Gruffudd's escape; saying how Gruffudd was led into the market place in chains every day and, one day Cynwrig Dal saw his opportunity and picked Gruffudd up, fetters and all, and carry him away whilst the burgesses and guards were at dinner. Robert then went on to capture and hold most of Gwynedd and built castles at Bangor. Caernarfon and Aberlleiniog. 

There is much discussion between historians as to the extent that Gruffudd was involved in the Welsh Revolt of 1094. The Historia recounts him in battles with the help of Godred, King of Man, at Aberlleiniog and Nefyn on the Llyn, but he is not mentioned in other annals. Although the Orderic Vitalis mentions a 'Gruffudd king of the Welsh' who killed Robert of Rhuddlan on the Great Orme in 1093. This is not mentioned in the  Historia which is why many historians doubt it was Gruffudd ap Cynan as they believed that his biographer would be wanting to boast about something like that. 

In the summer of 1098 Hugh of Chester and Hugh of Shrewsbury joined forces to regain control of Gwynedd. They were successful and Gruffudd and his ally, Cadwgan ap Bleddyn, retreated first to Anglesey, followed by a hurried escape back to Ireland. Whilst Hugh of Chester and Hugh of Shrewsbury were establishing control of Anglesey King Magnus III of Norway, also known as Magnus Barefoot, landed near the Menai Straits, killed Hugh of Shrewsbury and stopped the Normans establishing control of the island. This meant that the following year Gruffudd could return and take control of Anglesey. It is possible he did this under the overlordship of Hugh of Chester. 


From 1099 Gruffudd gained control of Gwynedd as far as the Conwy river. Hugh of Chester died in 1101 and Henry I, the King of England, held Hugh's lands in wardship for his son, Richard, who was only seven years old at the time of his father's death. Gruffudd used his diplomatic skills as much as his fighting skills to hold on to the kingdom of Gwynedd. According to the Historia, Henry I granted Gruffudd power to rule over Llŷn, Eifionydd, Ardudwy, and Arllechwedd. Although in 1114 Gruffudd had extended his power so impressively that Henry I decided to lead an attack against him with a force that included Alexander I of Scotland. Gruffudd submitted to Henry I and paid a large fine but he did not lose any of the territory he had gained. It appears that from this date Gruffudd decides not to give shelter to any fugitive Welsh princes in order not to antagonise Henry. The extent of Gruffudd's power in North Wales is shown by the fact that he is able to have his nominee, David the Scot, become Bishop of Bangor in 1120. David went on to build Bangor Cathedral with a large donation from Gruffudd. 


When Gruffudd became too old to fight he sent his sons campaigning to lands annexed to Gwynedd and supported them in acquiring these own territories; Rhos and Rhufoniog were won in 1118, Meirionnydd in 1123, and Dyffryn in 1124. The death of Gruffudd's son, Cadwallon near Llangollen in 1132 ended this expansion. As well as conquest to secure land for his sons Gruffudd was a religious man and the The Historia says he 'built large churches in his own major courts'. 
In his will Gruffudd left money to many major churches in Ireland and Wales, including Christ Church Cathedral in Dublin,  as well as to the Benedictine priories of Chester and Shrewsbury. 
He died aged eighty-two years old, blind and in his own bed, and was buried in Bangor Cathedral in 1137. He was mourned in the Brut y Tywysogion as the “head and king and pacifier of all Wales”
He was succeeded by his son, Owain Gwynedd. 
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