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(hardback); ISBN 978-1- 78327- 264- 8.

Rhianydd Biebrach’s Church Monuments in 
South Wales c. 1200–1547 sets out to survey 
the medieval funerary monuments of  south 
Wales, a region which has been hitherto too- 
little studied by historians. In that sense this 
book is a success. Biebrach has recorded 370 
monuments from across south Wales. These 
include surviving pieces as well as those 
lost. This material is analysed in an often 
thoughtful and thought- provoking manner. 
Beibrach shows that the overall number of  
south Welsh monuments is relatively small. In 
fact, just two English counties (Somerset and 
Gloucestershire) have more extant monuments 
(374) than all known church monuments 
from south Wales. She demonstrates, too, 
that while there may be some dispute as to 
what exactly should be considered an ‘urban’ 
monument in an overwhelmingly rural society, 
it is, however, clear that commemoration was 
a disproportionately urban phenomenon in 
south Wales. She convincingly shows that this 
was less due to the ethnicity of  patrons, and 
more a consequence of  their greater wealth, 
‘access to an adequate source of  supply’, and 
‘broader cultural horizons’ (p. 33). Moreover, 
she also reveals the extent to which monumental 
production was disrupted between 1350 and 
1500. This is in stark contrast to contemporary 
patterns in England, where production 
increased and became open to a greater social 
range of  people. Biebrach suggests that in 
addition to the damage wrought by the Black 

Death, Owain Glyn Dwr’s revolt, allied with 
a wider decline in architectural patronage 
during the period which may have led to a  
skills shortage in late medieval Wales, dislocated 
the industry in Wales more than England 
(pp. 80–5).

The book recognises the many factors 
which shaped monumental production. The 
second chapter analyses the role played by 
both patrons and subjects in commissioning 
monuments. The third chapter discusses 
the use of  materials, methods of  production 
and means of  supply, rightly taking account 
of  geographic factors, patterns of  ethnic 
settlement, and transport connections. The 
fourth chapter examines spiritual concerns and 
contemporaries’ desire for salvation. It is surely 
correct to compare the material evidence from 
tombs with evidence from wills and poetry; 
perhaps, however, this could have been done to 
a greater extent than was done here. The fifth 
chapter considers the more secular concerns 
of  patrons, the use of  monuments to express 
status and social identity. Of  particular interest 
in this chapter was the analysis which showed 
just how little- favoured the monumental brass 
was as a commemorative medium in Wales. 
Indeed, fewer than twenty pre- Reformation 
brasses are known in Wales, of  which only nine 
survive in any form (p. 148).1 By comparison 
with the relatively widespread adoption of  
alabaster, Biebrach persuasively shows that 
the traditional explanations for the relative 
unpopularity of  brass – that the Welsh had 
their own local markets in stone, that they were 
too poor and too far away from the London 
producers – do not suffice to account for this 
phenomenon (p. 149). However, her own 

1. See also the author’s article ‘Conspicuous by their 
absence: rethinking explanations for the lack of  
brasses in medieval Wales’, MBS Trans, 18 pt 1 (2009), 
pp. 36–42.
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explanation, which sees it as a consequence 
of  a ‘national resistance to brass as a 
commemorative medium’ is too speculative 
and needs fuller analysis to make it stand up 
(p. 150). The sixth chapter, which explores the 
adventures and afterlives of  the monuments 
following the Reformation was especially 
enjoyable and informative. This was very 
interesting material and provided a welcome 
overview of  the various factors which have 
affected the survival rates of  commemorative 
pieces.

The ratio of  black and white images to full- 
colour plates, twelve to one, feels unbalanced. 
Of  course, full- colour plates push up the cost of  
printing and it is understandable why publishers 
seek to limit them. Throughout the book, 

Biebrach compares commemorative culture in 
south Wales with that of  England, especially the 
neighbouring counties of  south- west England. 
Comparative work such as this is clearly to be 
welcomed. However, for a book which seeks to 
add to the ‘growing corpus of  literature on the 
monumental culture of  late- medieval Europe’, 
it is noticeable that comparison is only ever 
really drawn with England, and seldom with 
the rest of  Europe. Integrating her findings 
from south Wales into an even larger and more 
considered context would have been welcome. 
Nevertheless, Biebrach is to be congratulated 
on a pleasing book which undoubtedly succeeds 
in contributing to our knowledge of  medieval 
commemoration.
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