Reflective Essay
The opportunity to learn and research in the Roderic Bowen Archive and Library has been an illuminating experience.  The rich collection of primary sources available is a was a unique aid in seminars and an essential resource for the projects.  Using them presented some challenges, however, I was able to learn many new skills which helped me utilise them correctly and make interpretations relevant for each project.  
The first set of lectures about the history of printing were of particular interest to me personally.  Interacting with and learning about the medieval manuscripts and incunabula impressed upon me the changes in society which occurred during the renaissance, especially in the sphere of academia.  The skills required to create, let alone read a manuscript were restricted to clergy, especially monks or those who had expressed a desire to take orders.  These restrictions did not allow for wider debate and may have led in the 21st century, divided as we are by the abyss of time, to the impression that there were very few texts read beyond the bibles and commentaries which are the majority of surviving manuscripts.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ruth Gooding, ‘Medieval Manuscripts’, Special Collections Research: The Roderic Bowen Library and Archives, lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 26/09/23] 

The difference between medieval academics and the wider spread literacy and variety of literature which arose rapidly during the renaissance is incredible.  In The Reformation and the Book, Gilmont and Maag say that the reformation and rapid spread of printing developed symbiotically, neither one really being possible without the other.[footnoteRef:3]  I would argue that the plethora of peripheral industries which grew around the printers also had a similar relationship, with the skill of carvers and engravers pushing the standard for printing and visa-versa.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Jean-François Gilmont, and Karin. Maag, The Reformation and the Book (Brookfield, VT: Ashgate, 1998)]  [4:  Peter Mitchal, ‘The Development of Printing’, Special Collections Research: The Roderic Bowen Library and Archives, HPEN5040, lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 27/09/23] 

This experimentation was especially evident during research for the illustration project.  Learning the methods of illustration were particularly interesting to me.  From written descriptions it was difficult to imagine the process.  However, somewhat ironically, when I saw illustrations of the process, it once more impressed upon me the skill of illustrators, especially those like John Martin who were both designers and engravers.[footnoteRef:5]  On reflection, the illustration I chose was more difficult to find specific information about than some of Martin’s other illustrations like ‘The Creation of Light’ which was both highly criticised, praised and produced as a painting and mezzotint.[footnoteRef:6]  However, there was still enough information about ‘Satan presides over the infernal council’ and Martin to make condensing it into a six minute presentation hard.[footnoteRef:7]   During this project, I realised the information which pictures can convey where words cannot without extreme elaboration.  More than this though, I came to understand the emotion images can also convey, inspiring extreme reactions.[footnoteRef:8]  This has helped me select the images I wish to illustrate future research more carefully.   [5:  Hilary Evans, and Mary Evans, Sources of Illustration, 1500-1900 (Bath: Adams and Dart, 1971)]  [6: Christopher Johnstone, John Martin (London: Academy Editions, 1974) ]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Gordon N. Ray (Gordon Norton), The Illustrator and the Book in England from 1790 to 1914, New ed. (New York: Pierpont 
Morgan Library in association with Dover, 1991)] 

The lectures about illustration were also extremely helpful in placing early and early modern printed illustrations in context and enabled me to appreciate the development in techniques.  The encyclopaedia illustrations emphasised not only the difference in previous academic conventions, but also what was given priority to be taught and preserved.[footnoteRef:9]  In many cases, the illustrators of factual books were scientists as well as illustrators, like Robert Hooke, using their experience to accurately depict the world around them, share it with others and further explore their fields.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Peter Mitchal, ‘History of Libraries, Classification and Encyclopaedic Works’, Special Collections Research: The Roderic Bowen Library and Archives, HPEN5040, lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 5/10/23]  [10:  Ruth Gooding, ‘Robert Hooke’s Micrographia: the First Scientific Best-Seller’, Special Collections Research: The Roderic Bowen Library and Archives, HPEN5040, lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David 10/10/23] 

Overall, as I learned more about printed books, it became apparent that in the past, the entire process from choosing a typeface and format to the binding and decoration, was as much an art as the illustrations.  Even the unassuming bindings on the three volumes I examined must have required more artistry than they appeared to, in order to create the marbling effect on calfskin.[footnoteRef:11]  I found the idea of book binding through history as a “mirror of society” interesting.  Mirjam M Foot suggests binding styles cycled in and out of fashion, like clothes, as did the reason for buying or giving them.[footnoteRef:12]  I think this is still true today, with the myriad styles of paperback and hardback books and their styles changing even in my lifetime.  Also striking is the notion that in the 21st century there are very few people, in Britian at least, who cannot read, and who have probably owned one form of book once in their lives.  Though Lucy Hartley argues ninety-nine percent literacy is still remarkably lacking for such a developed country, I disagree, considering how much of an improvement this is on our historical literacy rate.[footnoteRef:13]  Even during the renaissance and rapid growth of printing, those who could both read and afford books were still largely confined to specially educated upper classes.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Bernard C. Middleton, The Restoration of Leather Binding (New Castle: Oak Knoll Press, 1998)]  [12:  Mirjam J. Foot, Studies in the History of Bookbinding (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1993)]  [13:  Lucy Hartley, ‘Recognising the power of literacy when designing services’, 21/09/22, < https://defradigital.blog.gov.uk/2022/09/21/recognising-the-power-of-literacy-when-designing-services/ > [accessed 21/10/23]]  [14:  Peter Mitchal, ‘The Development of Printing’, Special Collections Research: The Roderic Bowen Library and Archives, HPEN5040, lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 27/09/23] 

The province was also difficult to accurately track, there were no indications of individual owners, and many of the book sale catalogues from the time are held in physical copy at the British Library.  Many of the newspapers which may have contained advertisements for specific family book sales are also woefully lacking in availability.  David Deacon, in his article ‘Yesterday’s Papers and Today’s Technology: Digital Newspaper Archives and “Push Button” Content Analysis’ mentions the rapidly growing archive of digitalised records, especially newspapers but laments that access can be so varied as to make even citation unreliable on occasion, depending on subscription rules at certain times.[footnoteRef:15]  No where else did I feel this more keenly than trying to trace the provenance of my three volumes.  It is amazing that the British Library, especially with so many resources has not digitised more of its collection. [15:  David Deacon, ‘Yesterday’s Papers and Today’s Technology: Digital Newspaper Archives and “Push Button” Content Analysis’, European Journal of Communication (London), 22.1 (2007), 5–25] 

Another aspect of the article is the need to organise large bodies of records which vary drastically in content and theme.  This, thankfully was something the Roderic Bowen Library and Archive (RBLA) has managed to master, ensuring that documents relevant to my specific year and most information pertaining thereto, even without date being included in the description for some of the records.  However, there are still areas which could be improved.  For example moving the data from pdf files to a searchable database, and digitising some of the records.  Admittedly, it is more understandable that our small archive doesn’t have the requisite resources to fully digitalise.  
Extracting information from the primary sources in the archive was a skill learned through the lectures as well experience.  Often sources which seemed they would contain little information were by inference or context very revealing.  For example, the tutor’s register contained more information than names of students, and the rules listed at the front give context to the separate celebrations of the Queen’s jubilee in town and university, as students were seldom allowed to mingle with the locals.[footnoteRef:16]  The access to the archive records also gave me a greater appreciation for the personal history of students and tutors. Especially, the reference letter from a tutor brought these histories to life. [16:  Roderic Bowen Library and Archive, UA/A/17 Tutors' Register, 1850-98 (with index and list of college rules)] 

Care with the sources, especially books with weak bindings, was also needed when handling sources for all three projects.  As one of the aims for the book bibliography, archive and illustration projects was to gather information from these primary sources, it was easy to become engrossed in the search for specific information and tempting to rush.  This may have led to turning pages or handling paper too roughly, and damage to the precious records and books.  
Gaining data from the primary sources for the book bibliography project required identification of printing conventions which are not currently in use, such as signatures.  It is amazing that one or two letters and a number can communicate so much information; the way it was printed (folio, quarto etc.), how the binder should fold the paper and which order the sheets were to go in.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Peter Mitchal, ‘Bibliography and Bibliographic Description’, Special Collections Research: The Roderic Bowen Library and Archives, HPEN5040, lecture, University of Wales Trinity Saint David 04/10/23] 

For the illustration project, access to a physical copy of the primary sources enabled examination in a manner which would be more difficult to achieve digitally.  Magnifying glasses and the naked eye could pick out detail where a digital image zoomed in on might blur and obscure them.  
The entire module has been enlightening and instructive, enabling a higher level of research on my part in the future.  I am now aware of multiple sources and methods of locating them within special collections and archives.  It has made me aware of the importance of having a “better snapshot of present-day conditions”.[footnoteRef:18]  Although this refers to environmental conditions in the article ‘California Island Rediscovery: building an archive to improve conservation today and equip the historical ecologist of tomorrow’, it could just as easily describe the need for meticulous documenting of personal and institutional records, especially thinking carefully about records which may at first seem insignificant or useless to future generations.  The images of the rugby teams in the RBLA are some of the more interesting, despite their mundane nature.[footnoteRef:19]  They reveal changing fashions, ages and attitudes.  Similarly, I indent to consult the archives local to Conwy Castle, the subject of my dissertation, for similar images and records which may give context, depth and accurate detail to illuminate the other research.  In further similar research, I would hope to improve the depth and breadth of investigation into records and book biography, especially searching for continuous province, and in utilising more of the digital and physical resources available.   [18:  Scott A Morrison, T. Scott Sillett, W. Chris Funk, Cameron K. Ghalambor, and Torben C. Rick, ‘California Island Rediscovery: Building an Archive to Improve Conservation Today and Equip the Historical Ecologist of Tomorrow’, Western North American Naturalist, 78.4 (2018), 837–51]  [19:  Roderic Bowen Library and Archive, P/83 - St. David's College. First Fifteen. 1886-7. Group photograph of St. David's College Lampeter first fifteen Rugby Team 1886-7.] 
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