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xii runn�nghead

Introduction

Aros mae’r mynyddau mawr,
Rhuo trostynt mae y gwynt;
Clywir eto gyda’r wawr
Gân bugeiliaid megis cynt.�

The rugged summ�t of aran Fawddwy �n m�d-Wales offers a panorama w�thout 
equal �n the Br�t�sh Isles. north l�e the majest�c peaks of Snowdon�a. east are 
the soft h�lls and dales towards the R�ver Severn and england. To the south the 
recl�n�ng humps of the Brecon Beacons guard the steep valleys of Gwent and 
Glamorgan. West �s the sea and the glor�ous sweep of Card�gan Bay, from llŷn 
and Bardsey Island down to the �nt�mate coves of Pembrokesh�re. 

all Wales �s embraced by th�s v�ew. no place �n europe offers such an en-
compass�ng v�sta of one country. From th�s vantage po�nt there �s no obv�ous 
s�gn of human settlement. There �s only landscape, roll�ng and soar�ng, w�th the 
�mag�nat�on free to ponder the h�story and gen�us of the place. For whatever 
else Wales may or may not be, �t �s unquest�onably one place.

Ten m�les down the Dyfi valley from aran Fawddwy �s a spot where I have 
often stood, am�dst the oldest bu�lt th�ng I know, a small stone c�rcle on the 
deserted h�lls�de of Tarren Hendre. I have wondered what �ts creators hoped or 
feared �n dev�s�ng th�s strange dev�ce.� Wales has some 140 recorded structures 
l�ke th�s – henges, cromlechs, huts and barrows, best evoked at the Bryn Cell� 
Ddu bur�al mound on anglesey. all knowledge of the�r occupants has gone, 
leav�ng only a sense of wonderment at the�r ab�l�ty to quarry and move stone. 
These are the people who transported bluestones from the Presel� mounta�ns 
of Pembrokesh�re to Stonehenge, one of europe’s most extraord�nary works of 
preh�stor�c eng�neer�ng.

Stones are the stuff of Wales. From stone mounta�ns to stones engraved w�th 
myst�c Celt�c patterns, from stone forts erected by Wales’s conquerors to stone 

� The m�ghty h�lls unchang�ng stand,
T�reless the w�nds across them blow;
The shepherd’s song across the land
Sounds w�th the dawn as long ago.
(John Ce�r�og Hughes)
� above Pant-yr-onn.

Plasnewydd: Llangollen tranquillity
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runn�nghead �

v�llages, stone churches and the stone from wh�ch the Welsh have always dug 
the�r wealth. Th�s �s not a land of soft earth or chalk or sh�ft�ng sands. It �s a land 
of uny�eld�ng ston�ness. even the poem wh�ch adorns the lower�ng corn�ce of 
Card�ff ’s new opera house declares, ‘In these stones hor�zons s�ng.’ It �s as �f 
Wales were a nat�on trapped �n �ts own �ntractable geolog�cal fact. 

Whoever arranged my stone c�rcle d�d so two m�llenn�a before the arr�val 
�n the 5th century bc of �nvad�ng Celts, Indo-european-speak�ng tr�bes from 
the ma�nland of europe. Of them we aga�n know l�ttle, except that they d�v�ded 
�nto two groups, roughly �dent�fied by the�r language. The Ir�sh and Scots spoke 
Go�del�c (Gael�c) and the Br�tons a tongue called Brython�c, found �n�t�ally 
across england, Wales and lowland Scotland and evolv�ng �nto Corn�sh, Welsh 
and Breton.

Tac�tus records a tantal�z�ng gl�mpse of the anc�ent Welsh people, massed 
for war on the shores of anglesey, probably �n ad 61, and terr�fy�ng the Roman  
leg�onar�es by the curses the�r dru�ds and women hurled across the Mena� Stra�ts. 
These were the same dru�ds, Tac�tus later wrote, whom acolytes from France 
jo�ned to study the an�m�sm of the woods and w�nds, who ‘smeared the�r altars 
w�th blood from the�r pr�soners and sought the w�ll of the gods by explor�ng  
the entra�ls of men’. 

We know that when the �nvad�ng Romans first crossed the Severn �n ad 47 
(after land�ng �n Br�ta�n �n 43) they found a hard land to master. It took th�rty 
years to defeat the Ordov�ces �n the north and the S�lures and Demetae �n the 
south. The eventual conquest, �n ad 79, was commanded from Chester and 
Caerleon outs�de newport, the latter one of the largest Roman camps extant �n 
Br�ta�n. 

To subjugate th�s land requ�red, at one po�nt, a garr�son of 30,000 troops. a 
network of Roman roads, forts and v�llas was bu�lt across Wales and surv�ved 
for three centur�es of colon�zat�on. The Roman presence was most �ntense �n 
Gwent and Glamorgan, where the ever-observant 12th-century monk Gerald 
of Wales (see Manorb�er, Dyfed) recorded ‘�mmense palaces … hot baths, the 
rema�ns of temples and an amph�theatre’, and wondered at the soph�st�cat�on 
of such people. The surv�v�ng amph�theatre at Caerleon �s calculated to have 
seated 6,000 people. Roman s�tes are st�ll be�ng d�scovered, �nclud�ng one �n 
2008 outs�de Dolgellau, and a M�thra�c temple near Caernarfon, the Roman 
Segont�um. 

W�th the colon�sts eventually came Chr�st�an�ty, though how far �t pene-
trated �nto the Welsh populat�on �s unknown. nor do we know what surv�ved 
 after the Romans left, when Magnus Max�mus retreated from Br�ta�n �n ad 383 
to attempt to se�ze the �mper�al throne and rescue the Roman emp�re. Th�s  

Bryn-celli-ddu: mystic prehistory
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�gnorance �s part�cularly regrettable s�nce, wh�le many �nhab�tants may have 
reverted to pagan�sm, the new fa�th must have put down such firm roots that, 
barely a century after the Roman departure, a Chr�st�an movement appears to 
have swept the country, more remarkable than any recorded �n europe, the so-
called age of sa�nts. It was �n the two centur�es after the retreat of Rome that th�s 
reg�on emerged as d�st�nct�vely Welsh, yet we know almost noth�ng about �ts 
development.

Scholars bel�eve that the 5th-century clas or teach�ng monastery at llantw�t 
Major �n Glamorgan may have been founded at least w�th�n l�v�ng memory of a 
Roman presence. There �s a Roman v�lla here and the founder of llantw�t, Illtud, 
made �t a centre of Chr�st�an study, send�ng m�ss�ons to Ireland, Cornwall and 
Br�ttany. Illtud was bel�eved to have been taught by Germanus of auxerre �n 
Gaul, one of the few known characters to have v�s�ted Br�ta�n �n the �mmed�ate 
aftermath of the Roman retreat, �n ad 429. There appear to have been many 
Roman patr�c�ans st�ll res�dent. archaeology records v�llas st�ll �n occupat�on 
well �nto the 5th century.

We assume that the rema�n�ng Romans (l�ke the Br�tons �n 20th-century 
Ind�a) d�d not abandon the�r hab�ts or the�r rel�g�on. By then men of char�s-
ma and zeal were form�ng clasau (plural of clas) throughout Wales. St Samson 
passed from llantw�t to Caldy (Dyfed) and Cornwall. The patron sa�nt of Ir�sh 
Chr�st�an�ty, Patr�ck, �s sa�d to have come from llantw�t, or at least stud�ed 
there. There were clasau at llanbadarn, Tywyn, Me�fod and at least th�rty other 
s�tes. The one founded by De�n�ol at Bangor �n 525 cla�ms to be the oldest cathe-
dral �n Br�ta�n. St Dav�d, the devout son of a Dyfed k�ng, founded a clas �n h�s 
nat�ve Pembrokesh�re �n the m�d-6th century wh�ch became a centre of Celt�c 
Chr�st�an�ty for 500 years. 

Wales �n other words was almost certa�nly not ‘re-Chr�st�an�sed’ by Ir�sh 
m�ss�onar�es, as was once thought, but shared �n a cont�nuous post-Roman 
Chr�st�an culture that �nsp�red and un�ted the coastal peoples of the Ir�sh Sea �n 
the 5th and 6th centur�es, a t�me when england was preoccup�ed w�th �nvas�ons 
of pagan angles, Saxons and, later, Scand�nav�ans. 

The anglo-Saxon occupat�on of england was protracted and terr�ble. The 
newcomers slaughtered or ev�cted the Br�t�sh and drove them north and west, 
ev�denced by the almost complete supplant�ng of the Brython�c language �n 
england, and the probable dr�v�ng of some Br�tons to settle w�th the�r language 
�n Br�ttany. It was th�s process that created Wales, secure �n �ts mounta�ns where 
lowland Saxons were loathe to venture. When the 6th-century m�ss�onary, 
Beuno, heard anglo-Saxon be�ng spoken on the far s�de of the Severn, he was 
d�sturbed by such ‘strange-tongued men whose vo�ce I heard across the r�ver’ 

and vowed to go no farther. These people, he prophes�ed, ‘w�ll obta�n possess�on  
of th�s place, and �t w�ll be the�rs and they w�ll hold �t for themselves.’

The surv�val of a cont�nuous Brython�c culture �n Wales �s the only sens�ble 
explanat�on for the v�gour of Chr�st�an�ty at th�s t�me. Yet for a book pr�mar�ly 
about bu�ld�ngs �t �s a baffl�ng per�od. The departure of the Romans led to an 
abrupt halt �n the archaeolog�cal record of bu�ld�ng act�v�ty. as the Welsh h�sto-
r�an John Dav�es po�nts out, ‘The ethos wh�ch had sprung from the Greeks and 
wh�ch had been spread by the Romans van�shed … W�th the long sunset came 
an age of myth and fantasy almost devo�d of h�stor�cal certa�nt�es.’ 

Myth and fantasy dom�nate what ev�dence we have. The wr�t�ngs �n lat�n 
about Wales of the 6th-century G�ldas and the 9th-century nenn�us tended to 
treat h�story as the stuff of sermons and d�atr�bes. To G�ldas the Saxon �nva-
s�on was a stra�ghtforward pun�shment of the Br�tons for the�r s�ns. nenn�us 
adm�tted that he based h�s wr�t�ngs on ‘a heap of legends’ and, where checkable, 
d�splays what Dav�es calls a ‘monumental �gnorance’. To h�m we owe the or�g�ns 
of the arthur myth. 

The paramount source on the Br�t�sh church �n the Dark ages, the Venerable 
Bede, used G�ldas as a source and was hopelessly ant�-Welsh (and pro-Ir�sh). 
The Welsh, he wrote, had ‘a natural hatred for the engl�sh and uphold the�r own 
bad customs aga�nst the true easter of the Cathol�c church: nevertheless they 
are opposed by the power of God and man al�ke.’ The best that can be sa�d for 
these sources �s that they val�date the ex�stence of an act�ve rel�g�ous culture �n 
Wales back to the 5th century, one that was worthy of the�r cr�t�cal attent�on. 

There were as yet no towns to replace those abandoned by the Romans and 
we are bereft of ev�dence as to how the Welsh l�ved �n the Dark ages. It �s as-
sumed that they cont�nued to �nhab�t such enclosures as Tre’r Ce�r� (Gwynedd), 
the ‘Welsh Machu P�cchu’ on the mounta�ns of the llŷn, or the stone huts at 
D�nllugwy (anglesey). Other bu�ld�ngs, wh�ch would have been of wood and 
thatch, have long van�shed. 

The structure of government �n the three centur�es after the Roman depar-
ture �s equally obscure. an Ir�sh k�ng, n�al, plundered west Wales �n 405 and 
Ir�sh �nfluences are detectable �n the south-west, notably an Ir�sh scr�pt known 
as ogham, wh�ch occurs on stand�ng stones only �n th�s reg�on. Brecon owes 
�ts name to an Ir�sh k�ng. a north Br�ton from the present Cumbr�a, Cunedda, 
�nvaded anglesey some t�me after the Roman departure, some cla�m �n order to 
dr�ve out m�grant Ir�sh at the behest of the rema�n�ng Romans. 

Here �t was Cunedda’s sons who founded the royal house of Gwynedd and 
were to cla�m sovere�gnty over �t for some seven centur�es. Cunedda represented 
a l�nk between north Wales and Brython�c-speak�ng northumbr�a, where h�s 
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people were be�ng pushed northwards by the anglo-Saxons. H�s court, mov-
�ng between northumbr�a and north Wales, produced the earl�est Welsh poets, 
�nclud�ng ane�r�n and Tal�es�n. The former told of battles aga�nst the Saxons by 
the ‘old northerners’ as far south as Yorksh�re, where ‘although they were be�ng 
sla�n, they slew;/ To the world’s end they w�ll be honoured.’ 

ane�r�n’s ‘northern’ Welsh was w�dely spoken �n the Scots border country 
and l�ves on �n such place names such as Penr�th, lanercost and Cumbr�a, s�m�-
lar to the Welsh word for Wales, Cymru. If h�s 9th-century copy�sts were ac-
curate, ane�r�n’s tongue was remarkably pure and expla�ns Gerald of Wales’s 
remark �n the 12th century that north Welsh was a r�cher language than that �n 
the south, because �ts speakers were ‘less �nterm�xed w�th fore�gners’ (presum-
ably Ir�sh and normans). 

In h�s new �ntroduct�on to the great Welsh ep�c, the Mab�nog�on, W�ll Parker 
po�nts out that north Welsh culture �n the Dark ages was �n large part that of refu-
gees, dream�ng of the�r lost lands �n north Br�ta�n and forg�ng a v�gorous �dent�ty  
that was to colour and fracture Welsh pol�t�cs for almost a m�llenn�um.

The descendents of Cunedda, such as Maelgwn Gwynedd and Cadwaladr, 
ruled Gwynedd through most of the Dark ages. Powys, along the m�d-Welsh 
border, was ruled by el�seg, Cyngen and Rhodr� Mawr, unt�l the Cadwgans be-
came �ts ancestral pr�nces. South Wales was more d�v�ded, between Dyfed and 
Cered�g�on (Pembroke and Card�gan) �n the west and Bryche�n�og (Brecon), 
Glywys�ng (Glamorgan) and Gwent �n the east. But records were sparse and 
subsequent attacks by V�k�ngs tended to erad�cate archaeolog�cal ev�dence. 
John Dav�es’s d�agram of the royal houses of Wales �n the Dark ages �s as  
compl�cated as the map of the london Underground. 

Meanwh�le the Welsh church was evolv�ng from the age of the clasau to a 
more Roman coherence of ep�scopal spheres of �nfluence, represented eventu-
ally by d�oceses at llandaff, St Dav�d’s and Bangor. Here at last we have ev�dence 
of sorts, �n stone crosses, place names and the outl�ne of sacred enclosures. 
Wales starts to emerge from legend �nto fact.

The crosses are most v�v�d. Wh�le churches of wood and turf were r�s�ng and 
fall�ng, crosses surv�ved w�th the�r decorat�on and �nscr�pt�ons �ntact, whether 
�n Roman or Ir�sh ogham scr�pt. Two stones �n the churchyard at nevern (Dyfed) 
mark the beg�nn�ng and the end of th�s per�od, one to the lat�n-named V�tal�anus, 
poss�bly of the 5th century, the other, the great nevern Cross, an abstract des�gn 
of the 11th. They straddle an aston�sh�ng s�x centur�es of Br�t�sh h�story.

l�ke those d�splayed �n the collect�on at Margam (Glamorgan) the nevern 
Cross d�splays a remarkable craftsmansh�p. To Jan Morr�s, ever the sardon�c ob-
server, ‘the notor�ous dev�ousness of the Welsh finds �ts exact �magery �n the con-

voluted art forms of the Celts, wh�ch depended upon �llusory c�rcles, d�sturb�ng 
knots and baffl�ngly �nconclus�ve squ�ggles.’ Yet they were works of great sk�ll. as 
nora Chadw�ck wr�tes (�n The Celts), ‘a s�ngle false step, a sl�p of the tool, and the 
ent�re cross would have been ru�ned. But we do not find false cuts. The whole �s of 
an almost mechan�cal perfect�on.’ The crosses bear w�tness to the earl�est known 
Welsh art, flour�sh�ng for some five centur�es before the norman conquest.

Interpret�ng sacred enclosures �s more complex. The s�tes took the�r names 
from the founder of a church, who m�ght be a herm�t, monk, ch�ef or son of a 
k�ng. Many early ‘sa�nts’ appear to have enjoyed hered�tary author�ty and the�r 
monaster�es were de facto centres of c�v�l as well as rel�g�ous l�fe. Dav�d was al-
legedly the son of a k�ng of Dyfed, Tys�l�o of a pr�nce of Powys and Cadoc of a 
pr�nce of Glamorgan. The prefix for a sacred place, llan, m�ght be appl�ed to the 
name of a local ch�ef as well as a holy man. Hence llangyb� m�ght be just the 
sacred enclosure of Cyb�’s clan. 

Traces of these structures rema�n �n the�r often c�rcular plans and groves 
of yews, wh�ch later bu�lders tended to respect even as they rebu�lt walls and 
roofs. Short and w�th no arch�tectural d�v�s�on between nave and chancel, Celt�c 
churches had square-ended chancels (as opposed to the norman apses) and no 
towers. a sense of these places can be had at llandr�llo (Clwyd) and St Govan 
(Dyfed). By the 11th and 12th centur�es more were of stone. Some so-called 
‘norman’ churches, poss�bly Tywyn (Gwynedd) and Penmon (anglesey), may 
have noth�ng to do w�th the normans and more w�th the Ir�sh/Welsh culture of 
the per�od. The surv�v�ng rounded arch at Strata Flor�da (Dyfed) post-dates the 
conquest but �s clearly not norman.

The ghosts of these Celt�c churches fl�t across Wales’s lonely beaches, moun-
ta�ns and deserted valleys, evok�ng the Dark ages more forcefully than anywhere 
else I know �n europe. The�r worsh�p rema�ned �ndependent of Canterbury 
and Rome and was st�ll under the gu�dance of the clasau �nto the 12th century. 
a remarkable pr�est at llanbadarn (Dyfed), Rhygyfarch, author of a l�fe of St 
Dav�d and of the llanbadarn Psalter (now �n Tr�n�ty College, Dubl�n), lament-
ed the decl�ne of the old church: ‘One v�le norman �nt�m�dates one hundred 
nat�ves w�th h�s command/ and terr�fies them w�th h�s look./ You, Wales … 
your beard droops and your eye �s sad.’ It has been the cry of the Welsh down  
the ages.

By the 9th century more concerted attempts were be�ng made to assert  
nat�onal un�ty �n the face of the Saxon and V�k�ng menace. ev�dence �s the 
170-m�le dyke constructed by the Merc�an k�ng Offa to del�neate the Welsh/
engl�sh border �n 784. By the m�ddle of the next century, Rhodr� Mawr of Powys 
had conquered and ruled most of Wales. H�s grandson, Hywel Dda, through  
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runn�nghead �

jud�c�ous marr�age, governed Gwynedd, Powys and Deheubarth (Dyfed and 
the present Breconsh�re) and negot�ated a peace w�th the engl�sh earls. 

In the 940s Hywel formulated a Welsh legal code whose emphas�s on the 
folk-law of k�nsh�p (and the r�ghts of women and ch�ldren) rather than the law 
of regal and eccles�ast�c author�ty surv�ved �n parts of Wales �nto the 16th cen-
tury. It �s regarded as among the most l�beral codes �n europe at the t�me, even 
lay�ng down the three grades of bard, the lowest be�ng m�nstrel. The ‘laws of 
Hywel Dda’ gave early substance to Welsh cultural self-awareness. They were a 
sem�nal document of nat�onal consc�ousness.

a century after Hywel’s death �n 950, Gruffudd ap llywelyn, k�ng of Gwynedd, 
conquered Powys, Deheubarth and Morgannwg (Glamorgan and Gwent) and 
thus ach�eved the Welsh encycloped�a’s accolade of be�ng ‘the sole ruler �n the 
h�story of Wales to have author�ty over the whole country.’ But �n 1062 Gruffudd 
fell foul of the powerful engl�sh earl Harold Godw�nesson and was murdered 
by a Welsh r�val. 

Wales thus contr�ved to fall apart when �t most needed to stand together, just 
three years before the norman conquest. a century later, Wales’s most remark-
able commentator, the monk Gerald of Wales (see Manorb�er, Dyfed), son of a 
norman father and a Welsh mother, was to reflect on th�s core weakness of the 
Welsh. They were, he wrote, ‘as easy to subdue �n battle as they are d�fficult to 
subdue �n war … If only they could be �nseparable, they would be �nsuperable.’ 
But they were not �nseparable. Wales was never conquered by the Saxons but 
�ts feuds and pol�t�cal fissures, �ts �nternal bell�gerence, �ll-prepared �t for the 
wh�rlw�nd that arr�ved on �ts borders at the end of the 11th century. 

THE NORMAN CONQUEST

The normans were the new Romans. Wh�le �t took them three years to subdue 
england, �t took them three centur�es to subdue Wales. engl�sh h�stor�ans, the�r 
tunnel v�s�on fixed on wars w�th Scotland and France, grossly underrate the ef-
fort and expense that med�eval engl�sh k�ngs were forced to devote to hold�ng 
Wales �n thrall. Its strateg�c pos�t�on on the route to Ireland and adjacent to the 
M�dlands meant that control over �t was both cruc�al and unrel�able. 

Wales was to demand a prod�g�ous pol�t�cal and m�l�tary enterpr�se, �nvolv-
�ng per�od�c wars and strateg�c marr�ages, the bu�ld�ng of costly castles, mon-
aster�es and colon�es, and the creat�on of an extraord�nary class of Marcher 
lords, whose potency was to cause engl�sh k�ngs constant trouble. When a dev-
astat�ng c�v�l war, the Wars of the Roses, eventually engulfed england, Wales 

St David’s Cathedral: effigy of the Lord Rhys
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