
THE MONMOUTHSHIRE ANTIQUARY 

PROCEEDINGS 
OFTHE 

MONMOUTHSHIRE ANTIQUARIAN ASSOCIATION 

-=--

VOLUME XXXVII (2022) 



ISSN 1359-9062 
© Monmouthshire Antiquarian Association and Contributors, 2022 

Email: monants@yahoo.com 

Website: http://www.monmouthshireantiquarianassociation.org 

Blog: https://monmouthshire antiquarian.blogspot.com/ 

Designed and printed by 4word Ltd, Page and Press Production, Bath, 
222 Whiteway Road, Bath, BA2 lPS. Tel. 01179 410500 

Front cover: 1209 charter of King John, NLW Deed 1962 

(By permission ofLlyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru/The National Library of Wales) 

The National Library of Wales at Aberystwyth purchased the charter at auction in 2021; 
it dates from the eleventh regnal year of king John (1209-10) and concerns Gwent 

Uwch Coed andAbergavenny castle. It is written in Latin, on parchment 'in a fine and 
professional English Romanesque secretarial hand, with long and tall ascenders that 
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THE TOMB OF GWLADUS DDU AND WILLIAM AP THOMAS IN THE 
PRIORY CHURCH OF ST MARY, ABERGAVENNY

By Maddy Gray

The tomb of Sir William ap Thomas (d. 1445) and his wife Gwladus Ddu, ‘the Star of Gwent’ (d. 
1454), is one of the glories of the priory church of St Mary in Abergavenny. The Abergavenny tombs 
have long been regarded as the best collection of funerary sculptures in Wales and are certainly the 
best studied. As well as Churchyard’s chorographical poem The Worthines of Wales, antiquarian 
descriptions include the diary of the Royalist soldier Richard Symonds and an anonymous 
manuscript of 1646 included in Richard Gough’s 1789 edition of Camden’s Britannia.1 Recent 
studies have included, as well as Lindley’s work, Rhianydd Biebrach’s Ph D thesis ‘Monuments and 
Commemoration in the Diocese of Llandaff c. 1200-c. 1540’2 and the same author’s ‘Commemoration 
and Culture: the monuments of Abergavenny Priory in context’.3 There is nevertheless scope for 
more to be done. This article will look at William and Gwladus’s tomb in detail and consider whether 
new light can be thrown on some of the debates about its design. 

Existing studies usually describe the tomb as ‘the ap Thomas tomb’ or ‘the tomb of Sir William 
ap Thomas’, sometimes as ‘the tomb of William ap Thomas and his wife Gwladus’. This article will 
suggest that it may be more accurate to describe it as the tomb of Gwladus ferch Dafydd and her 
husband William. Gwladus outlived her husband by nine years, and it is in her elegy by Lewys Glyn 
Cothi that the tomb is described, suggesting that it may well have been her commission.4 She could 
have commissioned it in her lifetime: it would certainly have taken some time to produce. However, 
Lewys Glyn Cothi’s elegy also gives details of her funeral, suggesting it was composed not for the 
funeral feast but for performance some time afterwards: the tomb may not have been installed until 
after Gwladus’s death. The fact that she is depicted on William’s right side also suggests that she 
commissioned the tomb.5 (The effigies are on separate slabs of alabaster, but the fact that the graffiti 
are almost all on Gwladus’s right side and William’s left side suggests that they are in their original 
arrangement.)

Location and identification
Splendidly conserved by Michael Eastham and his colleagues, the tomb now stands in the centre 
of the south chapel, before the altar and between the tombs of their younger son Richard Herbert 

1 The antiquarian sources are all reprinted by Phillip Lindley in Tomb Destruction and Scholarship 
(Donington, Shaun Tyas, 2007) 220–36.
2 University of Swansea Ph D thesis, 2010, available online at https://cronfa.swan.ac.uk/Record/cronfa42675 
3 In George Nash, ed., An Anatomy of a Priory Church: The Archaeology, History and Conservation of St 
Mary’s Priory Church, Abergavenny (Oxford, Archaeopress, 2015) 143–61.
4 Dafydd Johnston, ed., Gwaith Lewys Glyn Cothi (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 1995), no. 110, 
translated in David Hale, ‘Death and Commemoration in Late Medieval Wales’ (unpublished Ph D thesis, 
University of South Wales, 2018, available online at https://pure.southwales.ac.uk/en/studentthesis/death-
and-commemoration-in-late-medieval-wales(7d14b42e-a69b-4968–9398-aad3b96748e0).html) 89, 353–5. 
On women as commissioners of tombs and other commemorative strategies, see Barbara J. Harris, English 
Aristocratic Women and the Fabric of Piety (Amsterdam University Press, 2018) esp 25–50. See also Sally 
Badham, ‘Women’s status, identity and possible self-identity as shown on medieval brasses’, Transactions of 
the Monumental Brass Society, forthcoming.
5 I am grateful to Ann Adams for this point.
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Fig. 1. Tomb of Gwladus Ddu and William ap Thomas: general view from north-east
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of Coldbrook (d. 1469) and their illegitimate grandson Richard Herbert of Ewyas (d. 1510).6 
Archaeological investigation has suggested that this may not have been the exact original position. 
Excavation in 1994 found that the tomb chest was resting on what were described as ‘two decorated 
floor slabs’ and that the cavity contained disarticulated human remains, decorated wood fragments 
and dried plant remains.7 Lindley described the two stones as ‘late medieval grave slabs with incised 
crosses’ but agreed that they suggested post-medieval reconstruction.8 They may have been the two 
cross slabs now set into the floor east of the tomb. One is a cross-in-circle, unlikely to have been later 
than c.1300, but the other is more probably fifteenth century.

It seems unlikely, however, that the tomb was moved far. In his Worthines of Wales, first 
published in 1587, Thomas Churchyard described the tomb as ‘amid the Chappell’. It was for some 
time assumed that the worst damage to the Abergavenny tombs was the result of Reformation 
iconoclasm and that their reconstruction was part of the early nineteenth-century rebuilding 
of the church. Recently, however, Phillip Lindley has made a compelling case for iconoclastic 
damage towards the end of the Civil War, probably after the fall of Raglan Castle in 1646, and for 
reconstruction soon after the Restoration,9 though the find of a 1735 halfpenny and a clay pipe bowl 
of early eighteenth-century style might suggest a slightly later reconstruction.10 It was presumably at 
this point that the medieval grave slabs were placed under the tomb chest.

The identification of the tomb with Gwladus and William is based mainly on the heraldry 
(now lost, so we are dependent on antiquarian sources) and the detail of his armour. There is no 
surviving inscription: if there ever was one, it has been lost. Carved inscriptions on alabaster tombs 
are unusual before c 1500.11 The tomb as reconstructed does have room for an inscription panel, 
on the chamfer of the top slab of the chest; it could have been painted but there is no confirmatory 
evidence. Another possibility is that a plaque setting out details of those memorialised could have 
been placed nearby. 

However, Churchyard in his Worthines of Wales described shields behind the heads of the 
effigies:

His Armes three ramping Lyons white 
Behind his head in shield: 
A crowned Lyon blacke is hers 
Set out in most rich field 
Behind her head is likewise there12

6 On the conservation programme, see Michael Eastham, ‘St Mary’s Church, Abergavenny – The Monuments’ 
(conservation report with contributions from Anne Brodrick, Jerry Sampson and Robin Sanderson, 1993); 
Michael Eastham, ‘St Mary’s Priory Church, Abergavenny – Monument Conservation’ in Nash, Anatomy of a 
Priory Church 41–56. 
7 N. A. Page, ‘Archaeological Excavation, St Mary’s Church, Abergavenny, March 1994’. Glamorgan-
Gwent Archaeological Trust Report 94/016. I am immensely grateful to the Archaeological Trust for providing 
me with a copy of this report. The human remains were mainly skulls and long bones from at least three adult 
and one juvenile burials, disarticulated and clearly moved from elsewhere. They were in any case unlikely to be 
those of William and Gwladus: while tomb chests look as though they contain bodies, this is rarely so. Bodies 
are usually buried beneath the chest, sometimes in a vault or shaft. 
8 Tomb Destruction and Scholarship 220 n. 91.
9 ‘A Restoration Restoration? The Herbert Monuments at Abergavenny’ in Tomb Destruction and 
Scholarship 199–236. 
10 Page, ‘Archaeological Excavation’ 5.
11 Jon Bayliss, pers. comm.
12 transcribed in Lindley, Tomb Destruction 222.
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and Richard Symonds also described the shields:

At his head two angels support this shield [a rough sketch of the three lions rampant argent of 
Herbert, on a shield divided per pale, with the colours marked as g (for gules) and b (presumably 
for azure, to distinguish it from the A for argent of the lions)] 
Behind her head this [a sketch of a shield blazoned Argent, a lion rampant sable, crowned or]13

Other antiquarian sources transcribed by Lindley mention the shields. Lewys Glyn Cothi also 
mentioned the maes glas fal cledd Pandrasus (the blue/green field like the sword of Pandrasus) 
and the llew lir â’r lliw o lus (the black lion the colour of bilberries). Maes glas would usually be 
translated ‘green field’, but in this context it seems more likely to be a reference to the blue field of 
William’s arms. He and his Herbert descendants bore Per pale gules and azure, three lions rampant 
argent, though the azure and gules are sometimes reversed.14 There has been some debate about 
the black lion under the head of the female effigy. Gwladus’s father Dafydd ap Llywelyn, ‘Dafydd 
Gam’, was entitled to and sometimes bore the arms attributed to his ancestor Bleddyn ap Maenarch, 
Sable, a chevron between three spear-heads Argent, embrued Gules, and these are the arms in the 
modern window commemorating him in the church at Llandeilo Gresynni. However, Siddons quotes 
numerous sources suggesting that he also bore the black lion, sometimes with red or silver tongue 
and claws but also sometimes with a gold crown.15 There were of course others entitled to the same 
arms, but the armour of the male figure at Abergavenny can be dated fairly securely to the late 1440s, 
and William and Gwladus are the only possible candidates. 

William ap Thomas came from a gentry family in the north of what would become the county 
of Monmouthshire. According to tradition, he fought at Agincourt, though his presence there is not 
recorded. He may have been in the entourage of his future wife’s father Dafydd Gam. Possibly as 
a result of this, he held a number of key positions on the Welsh estates of both the Crown and the 
Duke of York. He acquired Raglan Castle from his first wife Elizabeth Bluet. They had no children, 
but he went on living there after she died and eventually bought it from her heirs. William and his 
son William Herbert, first earl of Pembroke, extended the castle so that it became one of the most 
imposing buildings in south Wales. He died in 1445.

William’s marriage to Gwladus added to his political position. Her father Dafydd Gam was 
one of the staunchest supporters of the English crown against Owain Glyndŵr.16 It was a second 
marriage for her as well, though unlike William she had children by her first marriage, to Sir Roger 
Vaughan of Bredwardine. Gwladus was herself a considerable power behind the scenes in the 
politics of south-east Wales. In his elegy for her, Lewys Glyn Cothi described her as ‘y seren o 
Efenni ... braich i Went a Brychandir’, ‘the star of Abergavenny, the strength of Gwent and Brecon’s 
land’. William and Gwladus died before the political tensions in 15th century England broke out 
into civil war. It is tempting to interpret the roses on the canopies of their tomb as the red roses of 

13 British Library Harley MS 944 f. 21v; C. E. Long and Ian Roy, eds, Richard Symonds’s Diary of the 
Marches of the Royal Army (Cambridge University Press, 1997: reprint of the Camden society Old Series 
74 edition, 1859) 236, transcribed in Lindley, Tomb Destruction 228. The Camden Society edition does not 
reproduce the sketches, which are very rough. 
14 M. P. Siddons, The Development of Welsh Heraldry vol. 2 (Aberystwyth, National Library of Wales, 1993) 
225–7, 592.
15 Siddons, Welsh Heraldry vol 2, 104–5.
16 Several Welsh elegies to his descendants describe him as Sir Dafydd Gam, but Adam Chapman has argued 
convincingly that this was a family embroidery for which there is no contemporary evidence: A. Chapman, 
‘The posthumous knighting of Dafydd Gam’, Journal of Medieval History 43 (2017), 89–105.
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Lancaster, but they are actually a common decorative motif: it was not until Henry VII came to the 
throne and reunited the two dynasties that the red rose was widely used as the Lancastrian symbol. 
Although William and Gwladus had supported the Lancastrian kings of England, their sons (and 
Gwladus’s Vaughan children) supported the Yorkist side in the civil war. William Herbert and his 
younger brother Richard were both executed by the Lancastrians after the Yorkist defeat at the battle 
of Edgcote.

The effigies
The effigies themselves are carvings of very high quality. Gwladus’s face is almost ethereally 
beautiful. She wears an elaborately embroidered horned head-dress and ceremonial dress, a full 
mantle with long tassels and a surcote ouverte (a fitted sideless surcoat) over a gown with tight 
sleeves. The embroidery on her head-dress is carved but this together with the mantle, surcoat and 
gown were probably originally painted. Her head rests on a tasselled cushion supported by angels 
and a small dog is biting the hem of her gown. William is in full armour, and his armour is well up 
to date: a short cuirass with long tassets below to combine mobility and protection. His helmet is the 
traditional great bascinet, complete with what may have been a jewelled orle and elaborate vervelle 
covers (these were purely decorative as the bascinet covered the whole head and neck). It rests on 
his tilting helm, which has a turbaned female head as its crest. His feet with their very up-to-date 
V-shaped sabaton lames rest on a lion.17 He wears a livery collar of interlinked SS, a royal gift and 
a symbol of his loyalty to the ruling house of Lancaster.18 While we do not know his date of birth, 

17 Tobias Capwell discusses and illustrates aspects of the armour in Armour of the English Knight, 1400–
1450 (London, Thomas Del Mar, 2015) 209–13, 250, 252 and figs 2.68, 2.118, 2.150 and 2.196.
18 On livery collars, see Matthew Ward, The Livery Collar in Late Medieval England and Wales: Politics, 
Identity and Affinity (Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 2016).

Fig. 2. Gwladus Ddu and William ap Thomas: heads and supporting angels
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it may have been as early as 1380, meaning he would have been in his sixties when he died. One 
might have expected that his fighting years were well past. Nevertheless, there are other examples of 
men fighting even older than that: Sir Matthew Gurney was born in about 1310 and was in the Calais 
garrison in the 1380s. Being in a garrison was arguably a bit different from fighting in the field, but 
Guy, Lord Brian (d. 1390) must have been about 70 when he led a retinue in a naval expedition in 
1378. If the armour on William’s effigy was indeed modelled on his own, it may well have been that 
he kept his armour up to date in case he was needed again.19

The tomb chest
It is the panels of the tomb chest which make this monument so intriguing. The north and south 
sides have the twelve apostles interspersed with the twelve prophets, each one carrying a scroll, and 
the smaller panel at the east end depicts the Annunciation. The west panel is missing. These are not 
panels one expects to find on a tomb chest. 

It is worth looking at the detail of the carving of the Annunciation panel. It is the design 
Cheetham lists as his category 4 in English Medieval Alabasters, and he lists numerous examples 
across Europe, but the ubiquity of the design does not detract from its significance. Mary is shown 
crowned (she is already proleptically Queen of Heaven) in a rather awkward posture, half kneeling, 
half standing at a solidly-constructed prayer desk with a book on it, and turning to her right. This is 
presumably intended to show her in the act of rising from her knees at the archangel’s appearance. 
Behind her is a curtained bed: she is in a private room. The archangel Gabriel kneels at the left of 
the panel, holding a scroll which would have been painted with his salutation, Ave Maria, gratia 
plena, Dominus tecum. In front of the scroll is a lily in a pot, the symbol of Mary’s virginity. At the 
top left of the panel is God the Father, crowned and with his hands raised in blessing, leaning out 
from the balcony of Heaven. From his mouth issues a thread of breath which would have borne the 
dove of the Holy Spirit (this part of the panel has been damaged, possibly deliberately). The scene 
is set under a canopy with five decorated arches. Two narrower panels to either side have censing 
angels under smaller canopies. In its original form, it would have been a sumptuous piece of work: 
there are extensive traces of gilding as well as orpiment, on the figures of God the Father and the 
archangel, and on Mary’s hair.

The Annunciation is unusual on tombs, though there are some examples on brasses. These are 
mainly brasses of continental manufacture and commemorating ecclesiastics.20 Lost depictions of 
the Annunciation have been identified in the indents of brasses to a late fourteenth-century lady of the 
Roos family at Gedney (Lincs.) and Sir William Thorpe (d. 1391) in Ely Cathedral. The one surviving 
secular example in England is the brass to Anthony Hansart and his wife Katherine Southwell (d. 
1507) at March (Cambs).21 None of the brasses, though, mirrors the design at Abergavenny; they 
feature Gabriel and Mary but not God, even represented as a hand. There are also a few surviving 

19 I am grateful to Adam Chapman and Andrew Ayton for a discussion of the armour and for these references 
to elderly warriors.
20 Norris, The Memorials I 68, 101, 128, 172. For the brass at Fovant (Wilts.) commemorating the rector 
George Rede, see https://www.mbs-brasses.co.uk/index-of-brasses/fovant-wiltshire (accessed 26.08.21). 
21 Robert Kinsey, ‘Each According to their Degree: The Lost Brasses of the Thorpes of Northamptonshire’, 
Transactions of the Monumental Brass Society 18(4) (2012) 311–33, online at https://www.mbs-brasses.
co.uk/public/files/2012-transactions-volume-xviii-part-4–1949104421.pdf (accessed 2.9.21); Malcolm Norris, 
Monumental Brasses: The Memorials I (London, Phillips & Page, 1977) 190. I am grateful to Sally Badham for 
these references.



Tomb of Gwladus Ddu and William ap Thomas  41

examples of alabaster carvings of the Annunciation on tombs, and it is of course possible that some 
of the decontextualised examples in Cheetham’s catalogues came originally from tomb chests. 

Apostles and prophets also appear on monumental brasses, mainly the lavish products of 
Flemish workshops and usually on the brasses of royalty and ecclesiastics in continental Europe, 
with a few in England. Sometimes they are in the side shafts of the more elaborate effigial brasses, 
sometimes in the orphreys of ecclesiastical vestments.22 Unusually, the apostles appear in the side 
shafts of a civilian, Walter Pescod (d. 1398) and his wife in Boston (Lincs.),23 and some of the 
prophets were included on a brass possibly to a knight or civilian at Tattershall (Lincs.).24 Alabaster 
panels of the prophets do survive, but as part of Te Deum altarpieces, and they usually show a 
smaller number of prophets, sometimes with additional figures such as Moses and John the Baptist, 

22 Norris, The Memorials I 23, 28 (brass commemorating a king and queen of Denmark), 31, 37, 39, 101, 
125, 128; see also Norris, Monumental Brasses: The Craft (London, Faber & Faber, 1978) 74–5.
23 Norris, The Memorials I 68, illustration in Norris, The Craft, fig. 171.
24 Sally Badham, ‘Patterns of Patronage: Brasses to the Cromwell-Bourchier Kinship Group’, Transactions 
of the Monumental Brass Society 17 (2003/08) 423–452, on p. 449.

Fig. 3. The Annunciation panel from the east end of the tomb chest, showing orpiment and gilding on figures 
of God the Father and Gabriel
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arranged in two rows.25 The Apostles as a full set are also unusual on tomb chests: they appear on 
the tomb of Sir Richard Vernon at Tong but Cheetham’s lists suggest they are more usually part 
of Apostles’ Creed altarpieces.26 This nevertheless suggests that the alabaster carvers would have 
been accustomed to carving them. None of the examples in Cheetham is quite like the Abergavenny 
panels, but there seems to be a range of styles. The Tong apostles, for example, are interspersed with 
shield-bearing angels and carry books rather than scrolls. It is even possible that the Abergavenny 
chest was made up of panels which the workshop already had in stock. Each long side of the chest is 
made up of three sections, each with four figures. On five of the six sections the figures are arranged: 
prophet – apostle – prophet – apostle. However, on the easternmost section on the south side, the 
figures are the other way round. This could however have been a mistake by the workshop which 
was noticed too late to be corrected. Similarly, while on five of the six panels the apostles are bare-
headed and the prophets wear hats, on the easternmost panel on the north side all the figures are bare-
headed. However, they are still arranged in pairs, suggesting that they are still part of the sequence 
of alternating prophets and apostles. 

In his pioneering study of the Abergavenny tombs in 1872, Octavius Morgan asserted that the 
restored tombs seemed to have been assembled out of fragments, not all of which may originally 
have belonged to them: he suggested that some may have come from a destroyed altar reredos.27 This 
assumption was repeated in numerous subsequent studies, one as recently as 1995.28 The argument 
rested mainly on the distinctive panel of the Assumption and Coronation of the Virgin Mary at 
the back of the tomb alcove of Richard Herbert of Ewyas (which Rock suggested was originally a 
triptych) but included the panels from Gwladus and William’s tomb. The Assumption panel, Morgan 
suggested, was the centrepiece of an altar reredos also including the panels of the apostles and 
prophets and the Annunciation.

It has to be said that there is some substance to the argument about the alcove tomb. The 
central panel of the Assumption and Coronation of the Virgin does not fit the ledge on which it 
stands. Phillip Lindley has pointed out that the small praying figures of Richard Herbert and his 
wife are carved on the same block of alabaster as the Assumption and Coronation, but votive figures 
were not unknown on altarpieces. The Gylbert monument at Youlgreave (Derbs.) has an inscription 
commemorating Robert and Joan Gylbert, who died at the end of the fifteenth century. It shows them 
and their children kneeling before the figures of the Virgin and Child. In spite of the inscription, 
though, the layout of the carving suggests that it cannot have been part of a tomb, and that it was 

25 Francis Cheetham, Alabaster Images of Medieval England (Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 2003) 13, 154. The 
Te Deum panel of the prophets in the Victoria and Albert Museum is illustrated in Cheetham, English Medieval 
Alabasters: with a catalogue of the collection in the Victoria and Albert Museum (Woodbridge, Boydell Press, 
1984, 2005) 132. There is a sketch of the St Stephen Norwich panel at (https://www.ststephensnorwich.org/
the-prophets-alabaster/ (accessed 30.06.21).
26 English Medieval Alabasters 69; Alabaster Images 164. For illustrations of the individual apostles in the 
V&A altarpiece, see Cheetham, English Medieval Alabasters 73 (Andrew), 82 (Bartholomew), 106 (James the 
Great), 112 (James the Less), 123 (John), 126 (Jude), 130 (Matthew), 131 (Matthias), 142 (Peter), 146 (Philip), 
149 (Simon) and 152 (Thomas). A number of other individual panels of apostles in Cheetham’s catalogue may 
well come from Apostles’ Creed altarpieces and some are stylistically similar to the Abergavenny figures, 
though none is exactly the same.
27 Octavius Morgan, Some Account of the Ancient Monuments in the Priory Church, Abergavenny (Newport, 
Monmouthshire and Caerleon Antiquarian Association, 1872, available online at https://ia902608.us.archive.
org/9/items/someaccountofanc00morguoft/someaccountofanc00morguoft.pdf, accessed 11.07.21)
28 V. Rock, ‘The medieval monuments at St Mary’s Priory, Abergavenny’, Medieval Life 3 (1995) 17–24, 
discussed by Lindley, Tomb Destruction and Scholarship 201–2.
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most likely an altar retable.29 However, the antiquarian evidence for the Herbert tomb and the stylistic 
similarity between the small carvings of Herbert and his wife and the figures of their children on 
the side panels suggest that they belong together and that they are all in their original location. The 
misfit between the alabaster panel and the stone corbel on which it rests might indicate the reuse 
of an earlier alcove, but this is only speculation. Once it has been established that the panel of the 
Assumption is in its original location, the argument that the other panels were once part of a reredos 
becomes less convincing. Lindley also points to Richard Symonds’ description of the monument of 
Gwladus and William as ‘a stately altar tombe; divers faire statues round about the sides’. There is 
another even more compelling piece of evidence for the integrity of the tomb which Lindley does 
not mention. In his marwnad or elegy for Gwladus, Lewys Glyn Cothi says ‘Duw a oedd, ef a’r 
deuddeg’, it was God and the twelve, presumably a reference to the twelve prophets and apostles 
and the figure of God the Father in the Annunciation scene. 

Octavius Morgan also suggested that the various antiquarian references to shields were to 
something immediately under the heads of the effigies and held by the angels which can still be seen 
supporting the cushion under Gwladus’s head, albeit in a damaged state. There is something similar 
under the heads of the effigies of Gronw ap Tudur Fychan (d. 1382) and his wife Myfanwy ferch 
Thomas ap Llywelyn at Penmynydd (Ang.) and William Bulkeley (d. c.1490) and Elin Gruffydd at 
Beaumaris (Ang.). However, while these are not unique, they are unusual.30 Shields immediately 
above the heads of the effigies at Abergavenny would have been invisible as the canopies would 
have hidden them. Morgan’s suggestion was that the angels and shields had been damaged and that 
the canopies were a later addition (presumably before Gough saw the tomb in the late eighteenth 

29 Jennifer S. Alexander, B. W. Hodgkinson and Sue A. Hadcock, ‘The Gylbert Monument in Youlgreave 
Church: memorial or liturgical furnishing?’, Church Monuments 21 (2006) 94–111.
30 I am immensely grateful to Jon Bayliss for a lengthy discussion of this in 2014, when I was working on 
the Bulkeley tomb in Beaumaris. 

Fig. 4. Paint on the canopy and under the angel supporting Gwladus’s head
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century, as he mentions the canopies and says the angels are supporting cushions.)31 The canopies 
are on separate pieces of alabaster and have clearly been damaged and truncated. However, the 
angels under Gwladus’s head are supporting the cushion and they are aligned differently from those 
on the Penmynydd and Beaumaris tombs. Gwladus’s cushion is placed diagonally, with tassels at 
the corners, and it is hard to see how a shield could have been fitted above it. There is no evidence 
for angels or shields under William’s head: he rests on his tilting helm, and the drapery of the helm 
falls on the slab. Here again, too, the evidence of Lewys Glyn Cothi’s poem is crucial. The elegy 
describes the tomb in some detail. References to pinagls fal pen eglwys Fair, pinnacles like those of 
St Marys church (ie the priory church) and the seren ar ben y bedd, the star at the head of the grave, 
must be references to the canopies over the heads of the effigies, with their painted stars.

So where were the shields? None of the antiquarian accounts says anything about the west 
panel. When Octavius Morgan saw the tomb in the 1870s, the west end had been patched with what 
he described as ‘a portion of a gravestone, an incised slab with a cross of very late date’.32 (This was 
the post-Reformation cross slab which has now been repositioned to the west of the tomb chest.) 
However, if the shields were not actually adjacent to the effigies, the only possible conclusion is that 
it was they which were on the panel at the west end. The antiquarian descriptions are ambiguous. ‘At 
his head’, ‘behind her head’ do suggest shields immediately adjacent to the heads of the effigies, but 
careful inspection suggests that this is impossible. Angels bearing shields are of course a common 
feature of side panels on tomb chests (see, for example, the chest adjoining Gwladus and William’s, 
that of their second son Richard Herbert of Coldbrook) and more elaborate angels with shields 
appear at the ends of (for example) the tomb of Sir William Mathew and Jenet ferch Henry in 
Llandaff Cathedral.

Apostles and prophets
Intriguing though the shields are, it is the panels with the apostles and prophets and the end panel of 
the Annunciation which are unusual and therefore of most interest. Where did the inspiration come 
from for this distinctive choice of imagery? The Biblical prophets are sometimes shown interspersed 
with the apostles on rood screens – at Bovey Tracy, Chudleigh, Ipplepen, Kenton, and Stoke Gabriel 
and possibly at Bridford in Devon, for example.33 At Southwold in Suffolk they form two separate 
sequences. Thornham (Norfolk) has only the prophets, with their text scrolls but not in the usual 
order. Marston Moretaine (Beds.) has some of the prophets remaining, North Crawley (Bucks.) has 
the prophets on the screen and the apostles in the roof timbers.34 

The medieval belief was that the apostles had themselves written the basic statement of 
Christian belief still known as the Apostles’ Creed, each of them contributing one clause. This idea 
dates back at least to the later fourth century and the work of St Ambrose. In his exposition of the 
creed in 404, Tyrannus Rufinus set out the list of apostles with the clauses they were believed to have 
contributed, before they separated after Pentecost.35 In stained glass, and sometimes on rood screens, 

31 Bodleian MS Gough General Topography 33, fols 172r-v, published in Lindley, Tomb Destruction and 
Scholarship 233–4.
32 Morgan, Some Account 43.
33 Michael Aufrère Williams, ‘Medieval English Roodscreens, with special reference to Devon’ (University of 
Exeter Ph D thesis, 2008, available online at https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10036/89276/
WilliamsM.pdf, accessed 04.07.21) 205, 214, 216 and n. 45, 272–3, 283–4, 316–17, 348 and figs 54, 55.
34 An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in Buckinghamshire, Volume 2, North (His Majesty’s Stationery 
Office, London, 1913) 219–23, online at https://www.british-history.ac.uk/rchme/bucks/vol2/pp219-223.
35 J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (3rd ed. Oxford, Routledge, 2014) 1–3.
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the apostles may be depicted with their respective clauses. The prophets are sometimes depicted 
with texts from their prophecies which link with and foretell the clauses of the Creed. There were 
therefore plenty of models for a devout woman to design a distinctive tomb.

There is potentially a coherence in the choice of imagery at Abergavenny, linking the apostles 
and prophets with the Annunciation and Gwladus’s personal devotion. The prophets and apostles 
are all shown carrying scrolls, which would originally have been painted with the appropriate texts. 
Some of these have a particular relevance to a scheme including the Annunciation. Unfortunately, 
most of the apostles at Abergavenny have lost their identifying emblems, and the prophets did not 
have distinctive emblems. The order of the apostles and their appropriate clauses was established 
in theory by Rufinus at the beginning of the fifth century but there is some variation, especially on 
rood screens if they do not have their clauses of the Creed.36 The choice of prophets and their texts 
is more variable.37 The earlier ones in the sequence seem to be more consistent, and their texts are 
more clearly appropriate to the clauses of the Creed. 

Only two of the apostles can be clearly identified at Abergavenny. St Matthew is in the middle 
of the north side with his money box over his right arm, though he also carries a halberd which 
is normally the emblem of St Matthias; St James the Great is in the middle of the south side and 
recognisable by the scallop shell in his hat. Apart from James, the apostles were normally depicted 
bareheaded; the prophets are distinguished from the apostles by the fact that most of them wear a 
range of different kinds of headgear – hoods, twisted capuchons, high hats. On most of the rood 
screens, only the apostles have haloes, but at Abergavenny the paint traces suggest that both prophets 
and apostles were haloed, though the paint has in some cases been lost. There are some other more 
conjectural identifications. Gough’s notes, made in the late eighteenth century, mention a figure 
on the north side holding a long pole like an oar, another with a globe and another with an axe.38 
Writing in 1927, Philip Nelson claimed to be able to identify several more, though much of what he 
described is no longer visible and the photographs accompanying his article are not sufficiently clear 
to enable us to identify the details.39 

Nevertheless, if we can be sure about James and Matthew, we can extrapolate from them to the 
rest of the sequence. James is usually the third in line of the apostles, with his section of the Creed 
being Qui conceptus est de Spiritu Sancto, natus ex Maria virgine (Who was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary), a clear link to the Annunciation panel. Assuming they read from 
left to right (this seems to work best, though the prophets at Thornham run from right to left), and 
counting back from James, we should have St Andrew, then the first in the sequence, St Peter. At 
Bovey Tracey and Chudleigh, the apostles come first, then the prophets, but at Ipplepen and Kenton 
the prophets are first. The pairs of prophets and apostles at Abergavenny lean slightly towards each 

36 see for example the apostles and prophets at Southwold, illustrated in detail on Simon Knott’s wonderful 
Suffolk Churches site, http://www.suffolkchurches.co.uk/Southwold.htm (accessed 07.07.21), though it is 
possible that the panels at Southwold have come from another location and they may have been disarranged. 
37 For an overview, see Robert Milburn, Saints and their Emblems in English Churches (3rd edn, Malvern, 
Cressrelles, 1991) 269–72; see also Christopher Woodforde, ‘The Painted Glass in Withcote Church’, The 
Burlington Magazine vol. 75 no. 436 (July 1939) 17–22 for the range of variability, and Charles Tracey, ‘The 
14th-Century Canons’ Stalls in the Collegiate Church of St Mary, Astley, Warwickshire’, Journal of the British 
Archaeological Association 162 (2009) 88–124.
38 Lindley, Tomb Destruction 233.
39 Philip Nelson, ‘Some Undescribed English Alabaster Carvings’, Archaeological Journal 84 (1927) 33–46, 
on pp 35–7.
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other (a feature also found on some of the rood screens40) and from this and from the breaks in the 
panels we can assume that at Abergavenny the prophets come first. The westernmost figure on the 
south side is therefore Peter’s corresponding prophet, Jeremiah. Peter begins the Creed and the 
words Credo in Deum patrem omnipotentem creatorem coeli et terrae (I believe in God the Father 
almighty, maker of heaven and earth) would have been on his scroll. Jeremiah’s scroll would have 
been an appropriate verse from his prophecy, Patrem invocabitis qui fecit et condidit coelos (You 
shall call him Father, who made and established the heavens). This is a clear pointer to the figure of 
God the Father in the Annunciation scene, leaning out from his heavenly balcony. 

Peter is probably followed by David (here regarded as a prophet), though there is no trace of 
his usual harp in the carving, and he wears a hat rather than a crown. His scroll usually had a quote 
from Psalm ii, Dominus dixit ad me, filius meus es tu; ego hodie genui te (The Lord said to me, 
Thou art my son, this day have I begotten thee). This again fits nicely with the Annunciation panel. 
David’s corresponding apostle is Andrew (and there might be a faint trace of his saltire cross) with 
the Creed clause Et in Jesum Christum filium eius unicum, Dominum nostrum (And in Jesus Christ 
his only son, our Lord). Next would be Isaiah, with perhaps the best-known text from his prophecy, 

40 at Chudleigh, for example: for archive photographs of the panels on the screen there, see http://www.tara.
tcd.ie/discover and search for Chudleigh (accessed 10.07.21).

Fig. 5. Prophets and Apostles: L-R, David, Andrew, Isaiah, James (with scallop shell in his hat),  
Zechariah, John.
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Ecce virgo concipiet et pariet filium, Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son. This is often the 
text that Mary is represented as reading in later medieval descriptions of the Annunciation. 

After Isaiah and James, the prophecies and the Creed are less clearly linked to the subject 
matter of the Annunciation panel, and the prophets and their texts are more varied. Nelson identified 
several of the apostles on the north side of the tomb chest. As well as Matthew, the apostle to his 
right should be the other Simon, Simon Zelotes. His usual emblem is the saw with which he was 
martyred, but he is sometimes depicted with an oar or a boat, and with the eye of faith guided by 
Nelson one can identify what he has in his hand as a deep-hulled vessel, possibly a cog. To the right 
again should be Jude, who is the one usually depicted with a boat; Nelson suggests he is carrying an 
oar, though the object in his left hand could equally well be the club with which (according to some 
traditions) he was martyred. Finally, Nelson says that Matthias, the westernmost figure on the north 
side, is carrying an axe, but nothing can now be seen of this. After Bartholomew and Matthew (‘I 
believe in the Holy Spirit’ and ‘the holy Catholic church, the communion of saints’) the final apostles 
are definitely appropriate for a tomb. Simon’s scroll would have read Remissionem peccatorum, the 
remission of sins; Jude’s was Carnis resurrectionem, the resurrection of the body, and Matthias’s Et 
vitam eternam, Amen, and the life everlasting, Amen. These were comforting thoughts to have on a 
tomb. Jude was usually accompanied by Daniel, though at Fairford and elsewhere Daniel is actually 
given a text from Ezekiel, Educam vos de sepulcris vestris, popule meus, I will lead you out of your 
sepulchres, O my people – again, comforting words in the face of death.

Annunciation imagery and female agency
It is the Annunciation, though, which is arguably the most telling choice of carvings for this tomb. If 
it was indeed Gwladus Ddu who commissioned the tomb and chose its distinctive iconography, her 
choice of the Annunciation is significant and intriguing. As Cheetham points out, the Annunciation 
was one of the most popular subjects for carving in alabaster. To judge from surviving examples, 
though, it was more commonly found in devotional use, as part of a private altar or as one of 
the panels of an altarpiece of the Joys of the Virgin. Its use on a tomb is unusual. Cheetham lists 
over 100 examples, most of them in the United Kingdom, of which only four are on tombs – at 
Burton Agnes, Wells Cathedral and Ross on Wye as well as Abergavenny.41 Nevertheless, there 
were plenty of examples that could have inspired the commissioner of this tomb. As well as the 
devotional plaques, it was usually one of the opening illuminations of illustrated Books of Hours 
and the opening meditation of the rosary, things Gwladus would almost certainly have possessed. 
It seems quite likely that what the alabaster workshop provided for Gwladus’s tomb was a standard 
devotional plaque, but scaled up for the end of a tomb chest.

This, then, was a fairly familiar scene, but with considerable depth of meaning. In most 
depictions of the Annunciation in western Europe, Mary is shown reading (in the eastern tradition she 
is usually shown spinning). At its simplest, this is a powerful image of female literacy and learning. 
While Michael Clanchy argued that elite women were key in the development of lay literacy, their 
access to books was controversial and they had very little scope for formal learning.42 Depictions of 

41 Cheetham and others have identified the carving on the Apethorpe (Northants.) monument as the 
Annunciation but it is in fact the Coronation of the Virgin. I am grateful to Sally Badham for correcting the 
identification. 
42 From Memory to Written Record: England 1066–1307 (Oxford, Blackwell, 2nd ed., 1993) 189–96, 217–
18, 251–2.
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the Virgin Mary with her book, like the depictions of her legendary mother St Anne teaching her to 
read, were an inspiration and a defence of intellectual life for women. 

And what was Mary reading? Something may have been painted on the open book on the 
Abergavenny plaque, but in most depictions of this scene the writing is some way below the margin 
of legibility. In The Virgin Mary’s Book at the Annunciation, Laura Saetveit Miles discusses the 
literary traditions which identified Mary’s reading.43 In the earlier medieval period, she was usually 
described as reading the Psalms, and assumed to be literate in Latin. This placed her in the monastic 
tradition, where the psalms were the basis of daily prayer, though descriptions of her reading alone 
make her more of an anchoress. By the time of the Abergavenny plaque, though, she was almost 
always described as reading the Old Testament prophecies of Christ’s birth – if indeed she was 
described as reading at all. Some late medieval devotional literature was clearly uneasy about Latin 
learning for women and even more uneasy about translation of the Bible into the vernacular, and 
described Mary as praying or meditating. In virtually every visual depiction, though, she has a book. 
While the text is seldom legible, we might be able to guess at its identity. Earlier representations 
of the Annunciation in illuminated manuscripts show her with large two-column books, clearly the 
Psalms or prophecies. Many later illuminations, however, have smaller single-column books: Mary 
is reading her own Book of Hours.44 In some of the more elaborate Books of Hours she is shown 
reading with the owner of the book: her devout reading guides and instructs the devotional approach 
of the reader.45 

Mary’s reading of the prophets was also presented as a model for meditative reading. 
Spiritual advisers like Aelred of Rievaulx and Nicholas Love encouraged readers to meditate on 
the Scriptures by imagining themselves as witnesses to and even participants in the stories. Mary 
was then described as doing exactly that, reading the prophecies and longing to be a servant to the 
virgin who was to bear God’s son (not knowing that the virgin was herself).46 As Miles points out, 
the Annunciation was also important in different ways to some of the leading women mystics of the 
later medieval period – Elizabeth of Hungary, Birgitta of Sweden, Julian of Norwich and Margery 
Kempe. They described themselves witnessing the Annunciation in their visions and in their turn 
becoming Mary’s handmaid and modelling their devotional practices on hers.47 

We have of course no way of knowing whether Gwladus had encountered these writings, 
though we do know that the ‘Fifteen Oes’ traditionally attributed to Birgitta was well known in south 
Wales. Miles argues convincingly that the mystic Elizabeth of Hungary was not the married queen 
Elizabeth of Thuringia but a later Elizabeth who was a nun. Birgitta and Margery, however, were 
both married and mothers. While Mary was of course venerated as a virgin, her conception of Christ 
and the parallel conception (in the other sense of the word) of Christ by the mystic had a deeper 
resonance for women who had themselves experienced motherhood (as Gwladus had). 

While the Annunciation was important for men, the devotional literature studied by Miles 
makes it clear that it had a particularly powerful resonance for women. Of the other alabaster panels 
depicting the Annunciation on tombs and listed by Cheetham, the Wells Cathedral example was on 
the tomb of an ecclesiastic. Walter Griffith of Burton Agnes seems to have died a widower (though it 

43 The Virgin Mary’s Book at the Annunciation (Cambridge, D. S. Brewer, 2020).
44 Eamon Duffy, Marking the Hours: English People and their Prayers, 1240–1570 (New Haven and 
London, Yale University Press, 2006) 36.
45 Miles, The Virgin Mary’s Book 209–20.
46 Miles, The Virgin Mary’s Book 79–114.
47 Miles, The Virgin Mary’s Book 115–74.
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is still possible that his wife had some input into the design of his tomb). As well as the Annunciation, 
the tomb chest has an assortment of saints – Catherine, Margaret, Barbara, Agnes, Martin, John the 
Baptist, an unidentifiable bishop and – possibly significantly – that other emblem of female literacy 
and learning, St Anne teaching the Virgin Mary to read. The Rudhall monument in Ross-on-Wye 
has a late panel of the Annunciation with William Rudhall and his family kneeling to one side and 
the infant Jesus floating in on a sunbeam – quite a common depiction but regarded as theologically 
dubious because it implied that Jesus did not take his fleshly form from Mary. William Rudhall, a 
lawyer who served Prince Arthur as attorney-general, died in 1530 but his wife Ann Milborne was 
still alive in 1555.48 His will says nothing about a tomb and simply asks for burial ‘whersoever it 
shal fortune me to dye orelles where it shall please my frendes’.49 While his wife was not named 
as executor, it is quite conceivable that she was responsible for commissioning their joint tomb. 
Among the saints on the north and south sides of the tomb, again, is St Anne teaching the Virgin 
Mary to read. It is therefore possible to suggest that in some of these cases it was a woman who was 
responsible for commissioning tomb iconography including the Annunciation, but the evidence is 
far from conclusive. For the brasses, again, the evidence is not conclusive. The Annunciation seems 
to have been chosen by ecclesiastics, who would have shared these patterns of devotional reading. 
The inscription on the Hansart brass opens ‘Here lythe Katryn late wyfe to Antony Hansart....’ 
although it goes on to detail Antony’s career. It was therefore commissioned to commemorate her, 
and the choice of the Annunciation imagery may reflect her personal devotion.

We should not overstress the religious aspects of Gwladus’s commission (if it was indeed she 
who commissioned the tomb). As the heraldry makes clear, she was equally concerned to establish 
her social status and that of her second husband. The two priorities were not of course conflicting: 
as Barbara Harris makes clear throughout her English Aristocratic Women and the Fabric of 
Piety, ‘aristocratic women saw their religious and secular impulses as compatible and mutually 
reinforcing, rather than dichotomous’.50 Their choice of Abergavenny Priory as their burial place, 
her commissioning of such an elaborate alabaster tomb, also speak to a desire to establish their 
dominant position not just in the parish in which they lived but in the wider region. While burial in 
a monastic church was the norm for the earlier medieval aristocracy, by the fifteenth century, many 
of the aristocracy as well as the gentry were opting for parish churches.51 The decision that William 
made to be buried in the priory church was therefore significant. Here it may be relevant that neither 
Gwladus nor William ap Thomas came originally from the top rank of the local aristocracy. William 
had acquired Raglan Castle by marriage and kept possession of it by purchase. Their choice to be 
buried together, though not unusual, was not inevitable. Both had been married before; William’s 
title to the castle came originally from an earlier marriage, Gwladus had children by her first husband. 

Abergavenny had been the mausoleum of the de Breos and Hastings families, earlier marcher 
lords of Abergavenny: Raglan did not become a marcher lordship until after William’s death but 
in opting for burial at Abergavenny he was positioning himself as the successor to the earlier 
lords. While it is impossible to say whether Gwladus or William planned to establish the priory 
as a mausoleum for their joint descendants, that was certainly the result. Their older son was not 
of course buried there, but it was what he wanted. This William took the surname Herbert and 

48 TNA C 43/2/22.
49 TNA PROB 11/23/325.
50 quote on p 24.
51 Nigel Saul, Lordship and Faith: The English Gentry and the Parish Church in the Middle Ages (Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2017); see also Harris, English Aristocratic Women 27 for statistics.
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became Earl of Pembroke. His will is a terrifying and poignant document, written after his capture 
at the battle of Edgcote and on the night before his execution.52 At times it is virtually incoherent: 
provisions for his widow and children, bequests of money and plate to friends and associates are 
jumbled together, and he twice begs his wife to take the vow of widowhood as she had promised 
(this would have prevented her from being forced to marry again and would have protected the 
interests of their children). The will begins, though, with a request that he be buried at Abergavenny 
‘bytwene my faders toumbe and the chauncell’. He had apparently made an earlier will which was 
not of course proved and survives only in a copy in Herbertorum Prosapia, a history of the family 
probably written by Sir Thomas Herbert of Tintern (d. 1681/2).53 In this he made more specific and 
coherent provision for his tomb and other commemorative strategies, leaving instructions for the 
location and height of his tomb and the restoration of the south chapel and chancel of the priory 
church. He also planned a chantry (which Rhianydd Biebrach suggests was the one recorded in the 
Chantry Certificates in 1547) or possibly added to one founded by his parents.54

In the event, William’s body only made it as far as Tintern, where his widow eventually 
joined him. It seems more than likely that it was she (or possibly even their son, another William) 
who commissioned the alabaster tomb recorded in the late seventeenth century in the Herbertorum 
Prosapia. William junior became Earl of Huntingdon and was buried at Tintern with his first wife 
Mary Wydeville.55 William, earl of Pembroke’s brother Richard was also captured at the battle of 
Edgcote and executed, but his body made it back to Abergavenny. His tomb stands where his older 
brother’s should have been, between the south chapel and the chancel. William, earl of Pembroke’s 
illegitimate son Richard Herbert of Ewyas is also buried there. Their tombs continue the focus on 
the Virgin Mary and may have been commissioned by their wives. 

According to Coxe, the chapel continued as the burial place of the Herberts of Coldbrook, but 
the only other monument he was able to identify was the ledgerstone of the last male member of the 
family, Sir James Herbert, who died in 1709. This had disappeared by the time Bradney surveyed 
the church at the beginning of the twentieth century. Also gone is the heraldic stained glass seen by 
Symonds and the anonymous author from 1646 included in Gough’s edition of Britannia.56 Thanks 
to the energetic fund-raising and conservation strategies of the parish of Abergavenny, though, and 
to the skill of Michael Eastham and his team, we have these three splendid tombs which have 
given their name to the Herbert chapel and which tell us so much about the beliefs and ideas of the 
founders of the great Herbert dynasty.

52 TNA PROB 11/5/305.
53 The Herbertorum Prosapia is now Cardiff Library MS 5.7.
54 Biebrach, ‘Commemoration and Culture’ 152–3; M. Gray, ‘The Last Days of the Chantries and Shrines of 
Monmouthshire’, Journal of Welsh Ecclesiastical History 8 (1991) 20–40 on p. 36, transcribing TNA E301/74 
f. 21d.
55 For a recent study of the family, see C. Steer, ‘A Royal Grave in a Fifteenth-Century London Parish 
Church’, in The Fifteenth Century. XIII: Exploring the Evidence: Commemoration, Administration and the 
Economy, ed. L. Clark (Woodbridge, 2014), 31–40. On the tombs see also M. Gray, ‘“Jesu Mercy, Lady Help”: 
Medieval Tomb Carvings at Tintern Abbey’ in C. Steer, ed., The Monuments Man: essays in honour of Jerome 
Bertram (Donington, Shaun Tyas, 2020), 87–111.
56 reprinted by Lindley in Tomb Destruction and Scholarship 220–36.


