It is very hard to imagine where the ideas for the papers were initially conceived, but in both cases the question must have grown out of considerable earlier research, and an affection for the subject matter. The authors of the two papers I read are both lecturers in University of Wales St Davids, Jane Burton has an involvement in a project called ‘Monastic Wales’, the Cistercian Abbey of Strata Florida would undoubtedly have featured. 

I do speculate, but imagine both of the authors would have begun with some general research on their subject matter, and thrown quite a wide net over the area, and visited the sites of Strata Florida and Dunstable to get a feel for the environment. Following on from this general approach, a number of the primary sources will have been identified and examined in detail, and from this process a number of different avenues may have emerged before a specific approach was decided upon. 

The primary sources chosen, help recreate a particular moment in history, giving insight and colour to the context in which they were written. The perspective of the author(s) is necessarily dominant, but acknowledging this can leave space for questions to be asked about what they are not saying, as well as what they are saying. The primary sources represent the best avenue of approach to a particular moment in time, and a careful reading reveals an interplay between author(s), place, community, environment and the politics of the time. By beginning with a primary source, the layers of interpretation are minimised, the colouring of the water that may come with later interpretations of the source material may give rise to some element of unconscious bias.  

In the two papers the primary sources are extensive, and many could have been examined in person at different libraries or archives. Translations of the primary sources have been published and are also available in libraries. Some of the manuscripts have been digitised, but an initial perusal of links is a fraught experience. In the case of some of the poetry cited, the collection of Guto'r Glyn is readily available online. 

The authors both look at their primary sources with a critical eye, which informs the reader to a greater or lesser degree that even a primary source has to be questioned. The selection of the primary sources points to the author’s own understanding of how the relevant historical events have evolved, and demonstrating how the various different primary sources are interlinked and are in dialogue with each other helps set the context. The various different primary sources are then used to build an argument, and question previous conclusions, whilst an examination of the secondary sources informs the debate further.

In the Annals of Dunstable Priory, reference is made to marginal notes, interlinear additions, changes in ink and hand, before in the second half of the document authorship becomes more concentrated. Additional questions arise surrounding erasures, what was removed and what does such an editorial process infer? Is it an indication of uncertainty, or a concern with presenting the correct version of events. Does an additional folio inserted at a later point speaks of a need to alter, amend, or substantiate the record. Blank spaces left where information was later to be added, speaks again of a consciousness that events are evolving even as they are being written about. All these various aspects taken together point to a living document, a living community, concerned with its place in the wider world, and reflective of a belief that Dunstable Priory was significant, and would continue to be so, the possession of such a written document demonstrating this belief to the world.

In the paper on the Cistercian Abbey of Strata Florida, it is interesting to note that the National Archives questions Rees dating of a petition and suggests instead a date nearly sixty years prior based on handwriting, language and form, and Burton further notes that the Rees dating does not take into account the reference to the sixth year of the King. Primary sources such as papal letters and petitions to the Crown, help illustrate the often-fraught nature of elections, and the disputes that follow. The disputes in and of themselves underline the significance of the Abbey. The primary sources highlight the flux at the Abbey itself, but the question is also posed as to what is the wider significance of the primary sources, what do they say about the world beyond the Abbey. What can the sources that Burton has identified tell us about the place or the standing of Cistercians in the world beyond Strata Florida, and equally of their role in the locality of preserving identity and culture. What was the value to a poet of obtaining the patronage of an Abbey, and how does patronage itself affect the neutrality of the primary source. The various petitions to the Kings also demonstrate the tightrope that stretched between on the one hand the requirements of locale, and on the other the need often for wider understanding of the place of the Abbey in a wider framework.

Listed below are the primary sources used in both papers:

The Annals of Dunstable
London, British Library, Cotton MS Tiberius A. X ________________, Royal MS 13 E. VI
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TNA SC 8/336/15874; see also SC 8/87/4334, 4335, 4336,
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Patricia M. Barnes (ed.), The Great Roll of the Pipe for the Fourteenth Year of the Reign of King John, Michaelmas 1212 (London, 1955)
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