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Compare and contract Gwerful Mechain’s ‘Cywydd y Cedor’ with Dafydd ap Gwilym’s ‘Cywydd y Gal’. In your view was ‘Cywydd y Cedor’ written in response to Dafydd’s ‘Cywydd y Gal’?

If a person with no experience of Welsh poetry was to take The Oxford Book of Welsh Verse as lore then they would be forgiven for thinking that Wales produced no female poets as all in the Middle Ages. The first female poet doesn’t appear in their list until Ann Griffiths (1776-1805), the Methodist hymn writer and poet. However, given that Ann lived in the same area as the most well-known female poet of the Middle Ages, it is safe to say that despite what The Oxford Book of Welsh Verse has to say on the matter, Ann knew better. In fact, due to better and more recent research and also a change in attitude towards female poets in general, a plethora of medieval Welsh women poets have since been discovered or rediscovered and published.
During the period that most of these women were writing there were two kinds of poetry about women that were popular. Firstly there was praise poetry which was mostly written at the behest of a wealthy patron, in order to make a living poets would travel from court to court writing commissions from the gentry and landowners. These poems were generally written in praise of the patron, or someone associated with them, often women. In these poems of courtly love, the women are praised for their beauty, lustrous hair, virtue, and in some cases their household abilities.
Other poems about women that were popular at the time were antifeminist ones. Antifeminist poems were not a new idea, in fact they were first recorded during the time of the Roman empire and were being written from the second century up until the fifteenth century when their popularity started to dwindle. In his preface to Women Defamed and Women Defended Alcuin Blamires declared that his ‘chief objective is […] to show how deeply etched were the conventions and the rhetoric of misogyny, and how people started to engage with them’[footnoteRef:1]but that he was expecting a short end and few examples of women being defended or defending themselves, Christine de Pizan was envisioned as the sole example to demonstrate how antifeminist poems were answered. However, on researching the subject more thoroughly it became apparent that there were many more examples than first imagined. [1:  Alcuin Blamires ed. Woman Defamed and Woman Defended: an Anthology of Medieval Texts (Oxford University Press 1992) p. viii] 

This paradox of courtly love poems and misogynistic writing is both interesting and dare I say strange to the modern reader. On one hand male poets are praising women’s virtues, and encouraging them into trysts in woodland settings,
‘Dyddgu â’r gwallt lliwddu lleddf,
Dy wahawdd, cawddnawdd cuddnwyf,
I ddôl Mynafon ydd wyf.’

(Dyddgu with the black-coloured smooth hair,
I invite you (hidden passion is anger’s sustenance)

To the meadow of Mynafon.)	
(Gwahodd Dyddgu, Dafydd ap Gwilym)[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Poem 88, dafyddapgwilym.net] 


 but then in other writing attacking them for being sinful and lusty. If we take these poems side by side, which of course we shouldn’t, then a woman is lovely to look at and should be seen and not heard and definitely should not walk around in public or say anything because that would clearly be leading men on. It is in this dichotomy of poetic expressions about women that most of our medieval female poets are writing. 
As stated before, there were actually a number of Welsh women poets in the Middle Ages: Gwerful Fychan (b. c. 1430), Alis ferch Gruffudd ab Ieuan ap Llywelyn Fychan (b. 1500), Catrin ferch Gruffudd ap Hywel (fl. 1500-55) and the most well-known of Welsh female poets, Gwerful Mechain (b. c. 1460) and their subject matter tended to differ from their male counterparts. As Katie Gramich suggests in her introduction to The Works of Gwerful Mechain[footnoteRef:3] it is not unreasonable to assume that these women were writing because they wanted to rather than writing to earn a living. Instead of having to write praise poetry for paying patrons, Welsh women often depicted real life relationships and what life was like for a woman in the Middle Ages. However, it can be difficult to ascertain which text was written by which woman or in some cases man as the oral tradition of storytelling was still the preferred method of communicating poems around the country and often it was years before a poem was recorded in a manuscript. For example, even though there are many manuscripts recording the works of Gwerful Mechain, none of these are contemporary to her. This is not just an issue among the women poets, there are also difficulties identifying authors within the male ranks as well. In some manuscripts Cywydd y Cedor is attributed to Dafydd ap Gwilym instead of Gwerful Mechain. One englyn chastising the poet’s father for marrying a younger woman has been attributed to no less than five female poets all having slightly different versions. I like Ceridwen Lloyd-Morgan’s suggestion that this poem was actually a popular traditional verse which each poet had put their unique slant upon.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Katie Gramich The Works of Gwerful Mechain, (Broadview Press 2018)]  [4:  Charnell-White Beirdd Ceridwen, p.98] 

The bigger the corpus of work however, the easier it tends to be to recognise their style and language, and the woman for whom we have the largest corpus of work, and the author of Cywydd y Cedor, is Gwerful Mechain. Although details of her life are a little vague, wo do know that Gwerful was the daughter of Hwyl Fuchan, the wife of John ap Llywelyn Fychan, and had at least one daughter called Mawd who was possibly named for her sister. The social circles it is probable Gwerful moved in would have exposed her to poets at a young age and it is reasonable to assume that she learnt some of her craft from Dafydd Llwyd, an older poet with whom she was close friends. Reading some of their poetic exchanges one could be forgiven for assuming they were lovers. In one of their exchanges Dafydd asks:
Oes un llestr gan estron,
A gwain hir y gannai hon?
(Does a stranger have any dish,
And a long sheath which would contain this?)[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Dafydd Llwyd, Conversation between Dafydd Llwyd and Gwerful Mechain, The Works of Gwerful Mechain ed Katie Gramich (Broadview Press 2018) p82-83] 

To which Gwerful responds with:
Braisg yw dy gastr, bras gadarn – dyfiad
Fel tafod cloch Badarn;
(Sturdy is your cock, stout strong growth
Like the clapper of Padarn’s bell;)[footnoteRef:6] [6:  ibid] 

For me this exchange is so bold that it reads less loverlike and more as if written for entertainment purposes alone, very possibly for their fellow poets. 
What this exchange does show is that Gwerful had no qualms about tackling ‘racy’ matter. In complete contrast, her most well known work was Dioddefaint Crist (The Suffering of Christ), which appeared in sixty eight different manuscripts, depicting Christ’s suffering on the cross using the strict cynghanedd metre and is a beautiful and serious piece of work. Gwerful’s versatility is once more evident in her englynion such as Gwlychu pais (Wetting my petticoat) and Llanc ym min y llwyn (A lad beside the bush), lively, short humorous pieces which give the impression they were written in a quick sitting as the idea came to her.
Where I think Gwerful was particularly clever were her poems in response to some of her contemporaries, especially Ieuan Dyfi. In a poem Dyfi writes a scathing character assassination of Anni Goch, his lover, and womankind in general citing men from Classical history, such as Aristotle, Jason and Brutus who are all wronged by evil women. Gwerful responds to this with a list of good women and wives, mostly Biblical references which beat his references in terms of virtuousness and towards the end of her response she emphatically tells him off:
Gad yn wib, godinebwr,
Galw dyn hardd gledren hŵr.
(Stop your attacks, adulterer,
Calling a lovely woman a whore.)[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Gwerful Mechain, A response to Ieuan Dyfi’s poem on Red Annie, The Works of Gwerful Mechain ed Kaite Gramich (Broadview Press 2018) p65] 

In her response Gwerful is not only participating in the misogynistic writing of the time, but she is flipping it and calling out Dyfi’s and mens behaviour in general.
Gweful Mechain’s bardic contribution is well noted. In order to become a licenced bard rather than just a poet, an apprentice would have to undertake a nine year qualification and be able to demonstrate mastry of the different bardic techniques and metres[footnoteRef:8]. In fact Gwerful’s contribution was so significant that she was included in the ranks of The Poets of the Gentry or Beirdd yr Uchelwy, who were a group of poets who flourished after the downfall of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd and popularised the less formal cywydd meter, leading to their other epithet: Cywyddwyr (Authors of Cywyddau) [8:  Gwyneth Lewis, Extreme Welsh Meter, Poetry 205(2) pp. 162-171] 

Like Gwerful Mechain, the writer of Cywydd y Gal, Dafydd ap Gwilym wrote on a myriad of subjects, but unlike her he was also required to write for a living, which meant praise poetry. Around the time he was writing patrons had shifted from the Welsh royal courts to landed gentry, and these new patrons began to want something less formal and ‘sophisticated entertainment as well as Taliesinic praise’[footnoteRef:9] From these new requests was born the cywydd metre. If Dafydd didn’t invent the cywydd then he was most definitely the poet that popularised this new, more colloquial style of writing. Outside of his praise poetry, Dafydd’s favourite subject matter was love and nature, a claim that is supported by the fact that almost four out of every five poems attributed to him are on these subjects. Two women in particular appeared in many of his works: Morfudd and Dyddgu. Morfudd was someone with whom Dafydd had a tempestuous relationship probably both before and after she was married, and Dyddgu was the daughter of a nobleman and as such seen as unattainable. To the latter he wrote courtly love poems declaring ‘Gweddw wyf o search y ferch fwyn’[footnoteRef:10] (I am bereft of love of the gentle girl), and in the same poem describing her hair as blacker than ‘mwyalch neu gae mywydd’ (a blackbird or a broach of jet). Dyddgu is treated with reverence as is befitting a courtly love poem, praising her virtues and holding her up as a beacon. Morfudd, however, is not treated with as much respect and neither was her husband with he being referred to as ‘Bwa Bach’ (the Little Crooked One) In Morfudd fel yr Haul (Morfudd like the Sun) Dafydd compares Morfudd to the fickleness of the sun, rising and setting regardless of anything including his feelings. And in Dyddgu a Morfudd  they are compared side by side with Dyddgu described as: [9:  Huw Merion Edwards, The Literary Context (dafyddapgwilym.net)]  [10:  Dafydd ap Gwilym, Dyddgu (dafyddapgwilym.net) 86] 

Yn cariad dianwadal,
Yn lath aur, yn loyw ei thâl
(A constant love,
A golden wand, with a bright brow,)[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Dafydd ap Gwilym, Dyddgu a Morfudd (dafyddapgwilym.net) 92] 

Morfudd does not fare as well in Dafydd’s eyes, being described as ‘Rhywyr fun, a rhyhir fydd,’ (A perverse girl and she is exasperating). As we can see, unlike most of his male pers, Dafydd often referenced his personal life in his works, but given the poetic nature the facts should be taken with a grain of salt after all embellishment for entertainment purposes would be second nature to any poet. Dafydd was also adept at comic writing and response poetry as shown in playful exchanges between Ifor Hael and himself, but shows his skill in more serious interchanges with Gruffudd Gryg.
One of the most notable characteristics of Dafydd’s work is humour at his own expense as shown in comic escapades such as ‘Trafferth mewn Tafarn’ (Trouble at the Inn). In this poem Dafydd is attempting to make his way to an attractive young girl’s bed but encounters a catalogue of disasters on the way,
Briwas, ni neidiais yn iach,
Y grimog, a gwae’r omach,
Wrth ystlys, ar waith ostler, 
Ystôl groch, ffôl, goruwch ffêr
(I hurt my shin (my poor leg!)
I didn’t jump safely, above the ankle,
On the edge of a stupid shrill stool,
Because of the inn-keeper.)[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Dafydd ap Gwilym Trafferth mewn Tafarn (dafyddapgwylim.net) 73] 

As if this isn’t enough the situation culminates in Dafydd being hunted out by Englishmen but escaping at the end. Although he is poking fun at himself there is definitely a feeling that despite the mishaps our author is actually rather pleased with himself and the situation, a trait that is also present in Y Gal.
At first glance Y Cedor and Y Gal appear to be similar in nature in that both poets are writing about their genitals in the third person as if they have no attachment to the organs. On closer reading however I feel that Gwerful Mechain is talking about all vaginas of all women whereas Dafydd Gwilym, no surprise, is talking about his own penis.
Y Gal is written with a tone of rebuke, it would appear that Dafydd is exasperated with his member as it seems to have him tangled up in a lawsuit (if this is true then the educated guess would be Morfudd’s husband), stating that: ‘Casaf rholbren wyd gennyf’ (To me you are the vilest of rolling pins). He spends the whole cywydd scolding his penis for getting him into trouble, writing in the third person in order to abdicate himself of the responsibility of his troublesome ‘conger-eel’.
Y Cedor is also written with an admonishing tone, but rather aiming it at the vagina, her target is the male poets who write about women, praising their virtue and beauty, but never once mentioning the part of a woman that makes her a woman, namely her vagina. Gwerful pokes fun at the praise poetry by using the same or similar descriptive language that the men used but in a slightly different context. Rather than sneaking out to have clandestine meetings and trysts in woodlands and forests, in Y Cedor the vagina is a ‘fforest falch iawn’ (a very proud forest). She goes one step further as well, referencing the tendency that male poets had for praising a woman’s hair, there is even an entire sub-genre of poetry solely about hair, Dafydd ap Gwilym wrote Gwallt Morfudd (Morfudd’s Hair) on the subject, and Dafydd Nanmor wrote a beautifully descriptive piece, stating:
Y vun hoywdlos vanhadlwallt,
Eglur wenn o gil yr allt.
Luned wyt, oleuni dydd,
Liw’s gloywdec loer y gweledydd.
( The beautiful woman with hair like the flower of the broom,
Clear white coming form the corner of the hillside.
You are like Luned, the brightest of day,
Colour of the shiny, fine moon of the world.)[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Dafydd Nanmor The Poetical Works of Dafydd Nanmor, eds T. Roberts & I. Williams (Cardiff University of Wales Press, 1923), no. XXXIII. ] 

Instead of praising the hair on the head, Gwerful is instead describing public hair using the same descriptors from nature that Nanmor uses, ‘breisglwyn merch’ ( a girl’s thick grove), ‘llwyn sur’ (sour grove) and ‘fforest falch iawn’ (very proud forest).
Y Gal is also very descriptive, in fact both Cywydd y Cedor and Cywydd Y Gal make excellent use of dyfalu, a technique whereby the author uses a series of quick-fire images to build an emotional response for the reader or listener. But, while Gwerful uses natural images to present the vagina in a very positive light, the imagery in Y Gal is harsh and mocking: ‘Trosol wyd a bair traserch’ (A crowbar that causes lust), ‘Llodraid wyd o anlladrwydd’ (A trouserful of wantonness), on the surface, nothing in the writing suggests that he is happy about the trouble his penis has led him into. And yet, when reading Y Gal closer the tone, although frustrated, carries a sense of pride. His penis may have gotten him into trouble but only because it is so impressive. In today’s society, Y Gal is the equivalent of a medieval Tinder profile complete with mental pictures of its impressiveness.
Pestel crwn, gwn ar gynnydd,
Purdan at gont fechan fydd’
(Rounded pestle, extending gun,
It is a purgatorial fire for a small cunt.)[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Dafydd ap Gwylim, Y Gal (dafyddapgwilym.net) 85] 

This sounds as though, despite the trouble it causes, Dafydd is rather proud of his manhood and the effect it has on the opposite sex.
In their use of the cynghanedd metre there are also slight differences. Cynghanedd is an incredibly complex and technical metre which, in the simplest terms is a sound arrangement within one line using stress, alliteration and rhyme of which there are many sub-categories. ‘Paeledwlyb wddu paladflith’ from Y Gal and ‘y cedor dan y cadach’ from Y Cedor are both examples of cynghanedd sain. Gwerful Mechain has been criticised for not strictly adhering to the rules of cynghanedd for some of her texts, however there is a strong probability that this was on purpose. In Dioddefaint Crist (The Suffering Of Christ) there are none of these apparent ‘faults’ which suggest for the less light-hearted subjects Gwerful was perfectly able to use cynghanedd to great effect and in more light-hearted pieces was inclined to play with the rules. A distinctive feature of Dafydd ap Gwilym’s work was the oscillation between complex lines of cynghanedd and those with only partial or in some cases no metre at all. This is the case in most of his works while Gwerful would appear to dip in and out of the metre depending on the subject matter giving her more freedom to choose her language. This willingness of Gwerful to play with the cynghanedd suggests to me that she was fully conversant in the method required. In order to break the rules effectively you must understand them completely. For me this fluidity, to the modern reader or listener, gives Y Cedor a more lyrical cadence while the rhymes in Y Gal are harsher with a more metronomic intonation.
There are some theories that Y Cador was written in response to Y Gal and although Gwerful Mechain was clearly not averse to writing response poetry I do not believe that this is the case here. Although on the surface the subject matter is similar, as is the metre and use of dyfalu, the meaning behind them both are too different for Y Cedor to be a response to Y Gal. Y Gal  is, in my opinion, a witty piece about how Dafydd ap Gwilym’s huge penis keeps getting him into trouble, but written in a manner that suggests, despite his grumbling and insulting, he is really quite proud of the trouble it causes.
Hwy wyd na morddwyd mawrddyn,
Hirnos herwa, gannos gŷn.
Taradr fal paladr y post,
Benlledr a elwir bonllost
(You are longer than a big man’s thigh,
A long night’s roaming, chisel of a hundred nights,
Auger like a post’s shaft
Leatherheaded one who is called ‘tail’)[footnoteRef:15] [15:  ibid] 

These are most definitely not the words of someone who is against their penis and it also makes me wonder if this was the inspiration for Monty Python’s ‘The Penis Song’
Y Cador, I believe, was written as a response, not to Y Gal but instead to almost all cywydd written in praise of women. It is in response to men who thank God for giving these wonderful women breath but who never touch upon that which truly makes a woman different from a man. The reason for this could be that in medical texts at the time, the general consensus was that women had the same make up as men but they were defective in that the genital were on the inside rather than on display. Here Gwerful is full of the fire of early feminism as Y Cedor ignores this assumption and is a celebration of the female body and what it is capable of. The first half of the poem is gently mocking the poets of the time with their exaltation of female virtues stating that they have:
 Am gerdd merched y gweledydd
A wnaethant heb ffyniant ffyd
(Always declaimed fruitless praise
In songs of the girls of the land)[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Gwerful Mechain, Cywydd Y Cedor, The Works of Gwerful Mechain ed Katie Gramich (Broadview Press 2018) p41-45] 

The second half of the cywydd is written in the form of a praise poem that Gwerful would have been used to seeing and using that same language to praise the vagina. This is not just a reflection on womans sexuality though, it also praises the reproductive capabilities, naming it ‘a’r plas lle’r enillir plant’ (the place where children are conceived).
The difference in the kind of dyfalu used is also telling as a rebuttal to the idea that Y Cedor  was a response to Y Gal. In Gwerful’s other works written in response to Dafydd Llwyd and Ieuan Dyfi she has cleverly mimicked either the language, metre or style of who she is responding to. If we look at the language used in the descriptive dyfalu meter in the two cywydd it is quite different. In Y Cedor all the description is associated with nature and is much more positive than that used in Y Gal in which, while there are references to nature, a lot of the comparisons are with manmade objects; gŷn (chisel), chwibanu (whistle) and tafod cloch (clapper of a bell) which lends itself to much harsher imagery.
While I enjoy both poems I find it hard to pick a favourite as, for me, they were both written for different purposes. Y Gal was a work of pure entertainment and possibly to boast of Dafydd’s prowess. I can imagine this being read aloud to raucous laughter. Y Cedor while also entertaining and humerous, I believe, also has a serious message behind it, which is that women are worth more than their shining hair and smooth arms and that men would do well to remember that.
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