An examination of how Dafydd ap Gwilym portrays his own character and his place in society.

I confirm that I have not used AI tools in research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm that have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide as evidence.

Dafydd ap Gwilym remains to this day as one of the most influential and controversial bards of the 14th century.[footnoteRef:1] Luft notes that Dafydd ap Gwilym’s skill as a poet is not the subject of his controversy. However, some scholars hold differing opinions on who his intended audience was and whether he was truly an innovator or just a skilled bard who adopted outside influences into his works.[footnoteRef:2] Despite the debate surrounding his work, Dafydd ap Gwilym is credited for pioneering several new Welsh poetry techniques that have inspired other influential bards and poets up to the present day.[footnoteRef:3] Throughout his career, Dafydd ap Gwilym wrote many poems, but this essay will primarily examine: Diolch am Fenig (Thanking for Gloves), Ymadael ag Ifor Hael (Taking leave of Ifor Hael) and Marwnad Ifor a Nest (Elegy for Ifor and Nest) in order to explore how ap Gwilym chose to portray himself in these particular poems, while also examining his place in medieval society as a Welsh bard.   [1:  Gwyn Thomas, ‘Translating Dafydd Ap Gwilym’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 18/19 (1998), pp. 227–41; ‘Genre and Diction in the Poetry of Dafydd Ap Gwilym: The Revelation of Cultural Tension’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 18/19 (1998), pp. 278–97.]  [2:  Luft, ‘Genre and Diction in the Poetry of Dafydd Ap Gwilym’, p. 278.]  [3:  Dafydd Johnson, ‘Cywyddwyr (Act. c. 1330–c. 1650), Welsh-Language Poets’, Archive, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 2004, doi:10.1093/ref:odnb/48659.] 

Personal details about Dafydd ap Gwilym such as when he was born, the years he was active as a bard and where he died are still not fully known. Gruffydd suggests that Dafydd ap Gwilym may have been born roughly around 1315 and if the genealogies are correct, possible to a family of higher status.[footnoteRef:4] Throughout his writings, Dafydd ap Gwilym writes with fondness of luxuries only available to people of means, so this can suggest that either Dafydd ap Gwilym was familiar with these luxuries all his life as a son to a prominent family or he grew to appreciate them when they would be presented to him during his career. [4:  Geraint R. Gruffydd, ‘Dafydd Ap Gwilym (Fl. 1330–1350), Poet’, Archive, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 2004, doi:10.1093/ref:odnb/7210.] 

Dafydd ap Gwilym is credited for creating the popular “cywydd” form, which has remained a popular writing style that still persists in Welsh poetry to this day.[footnoteRef:5] Notable Welsh bards after ap Gwilym’s lifetime, such as Iolo Goch, adopted the cywydd into their own poems.[footnoteRef:6] The cywydd is a rhyming couplets technique, where one rhyme is accented while the other remains unaccented and each line is composed of seven syllables.[footnoteRef:7] Readers can see the cywydd form along with other techniques across the 171 re-discovered and translated poems that are recognised to be authentic poems by ap Gwilym.[footnoteRef:8] As Dafydd ap Gwilym wrote his poems entirely in Welsh, some translations of his work fail to capture his techniques accurately. The main issue with translations from Welsh to English is the loss of alliteration and assonance on which the effect of the poem depends. [5:  Andrew Welsh, ‘Dafydd Ap Gwilym: Influences and Analogues by Huw M. Edwards (Review)’, Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 20.1 (1998), pp. 246–49 (p. 246).]  [6:  Dafydd Johnson, ‘Iolo Goch (Fl. 1345–1397), Poet’, Archive, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 2009, doi:10.1093/ref:odnb/14440.]  [7:  Chelsey Parrott-Sheffer, ‘Cywydd | Medieval, Welsh Literature, Lyric Poetry | Britannica’, Archive, Britannica, n.d. <https://www.britannica.com/art/cywydd> [accessed 26 March 2026].]  [8:  Swansea University, ‘Gwaith Dafydd Ap Gwilym’, Archive, DafyddApGwilym.Net, n.d. <https://dafyddapgwilym.net/eng/3win.php> [accessed 29 March 2026].] 

Dafydd ap Gwilym’s poems cover several topics from nature, to women, elegies and even a poem about his body.[footnoteRef:9] However, like most bards from his time, panegyric poems for notable people of status are among his most common type of work. One frequent patron of Dafydd ap Gwilym that appears in several poems is Ifor Hael. [9:  Swansea University, ‘Diolch Am Fenig Poem 15’.] 

The three chosen poems both praising and memorialising Ifor Hael for this essay demonstrate the intimate and semi-symbiotic relationship between bard and patron. Dafydd ap Gwilym presents a complex and sometimes shifting sense of identity in these poems by acknowledging his dependence on patronage, the emotional attachments formed from said dependence, while also asserting his poetic autonomy.
The poem Diolch am Fenig (Thanking for Gloves) is known as a cân diolch or a thank you poem in English.[footnoteRef:10] Dafydd ap Gwilym writes this poem in a more casual and light-hearted tone about the generosity of Ifor Hael, particularly in this instance for gifting Dafydd ap Gwilym a pair of white, deer skin gloves. This poem may initially be read as a simple expression of sincere gratitude; however, it also reveals how the relationship between bard and patron is unique in that it does not seem to be transactional in a traditional sense, instead more akin to an unspoken relationship where mutual respect and gift exchange is common. The patron will gift the bards’ things such as treasures, wine and money, while the bard will in turn highlight the virtues of their patron to a wider audience, in turn raising the status and renown of the patron. We can see this repeatedly throughout the poem particularly in lines; [10:  Liam A. Brannelly, ‘All about the Glove: Patronage, Material Culture and the Affective Text in Dafydd Ap Gwilym’s “Diolch Am Fenig”’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 38 (2018), pp. 85–92 (p. 85).] 

Ifor was extravagant with his gold,
from his court no finger would go without gold.
Yesterday I was dining
in his court, receiving wine from his hand.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Swansea University, ‘Diolch Am Fenig Poem 15’, pp. 1–4.] 

In these opening lines, Dafydd ap Gwilym is already presenting to his audience the generosity of Ifor Hael and how he would metaphorically share his wine as if by drinking it from his own hands. Similar examples continue throughout the poem with other examples such as.
The day I came from his court
with his gloves doubly filled with money,
Ifor, receiver of poets,
lent his gloves to his bard.
White gloves, fair and thick,
with money in each glove[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Swansea University, ‘Diolch Am Fenig Poem 15’, pp. 12–16.] 

It is notable that whilst this is written as a show of Ifor’s wealth, that he is willing to share it can also reveal the non-transactional exchanges that take place between bard and patron. It is here that Dafydd ap Gwilym emphasises that the gloves and gold are gifts and not a form of payment for his poetry.
The levels of familiarity and fondness that Dafydd ap Gwilym shows towards Ifor Hael has led to some modern audiences misconstruing the nature of their relationship. Brannelly notes that to a modern reader may view their relationship as homo-erotic while this is not the case. Instead, this is just another example of the writing nature of affection between men has changed dramatically since then and now.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Brannelly, ‘All about the Glove’, pp. 85–86.] 

Diolch am Fenig (Thanking for gloves) truly highlights Dafydd ap Gwilym’s range as a poet and how he attempts to tackle unusual subjects that are beyond the standard required of him. His wit and humour are presented across several poems but Dafydd ap Gwilym skilfully knows when to be serious. Readers can see a more serious and sombre tone from Dafydd ap Gwilym in his poem Ymadael ag Ifor Hael (Taking Leave of Ifor Hael).
In this poem Dafydd ap Gwilym asserts his bardic independence despite his fondness for Ifor Hael by making it clear that it was his decision to leave his service and seek new patrons in Gwynedd. In lines 3 and 4 he writes ‘I am going to Gwynedd as I wish...’[footnoteRef:14] Despite showing that he was the one who chose to leave, Dafydd ap Gwilym writes the rest of the poem in an overly complimentary way towards his former patron. While this could be due to genuine fondness towards Ifor Hael, it could also be suggested that this is a clever way that Dafydd is ensuring that they leave on good terms in case he would ever have to return to Ifor’s service. This could also highlight the dependence bards have towards their patrons in their semi-symbiotic relationship. [14:  Swansea University, ‘Poem 16 - Ymadael Ag Ifor Hael’, Archive, DafyddApGwilym.Net, n.d., p. 3 <https://dafyddapgwilym.net/index_eng.php> [accessed 2 March 2026].] 

An example of Dafydd ap Gwilym acknowledging that dependence can be interpreted from lines 34 to 38:
… [I am] a second Taliesin.
Powerful feats, Christendom's potentate,
it was you Ifor, father of carousal,
fame of taverns, fine-mannered judge,
the face of liberality who gave them.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Swansea University, ‘Poem 16 - Ymadael Ag Ifor Hael’, pp. 34–38.] 

In this description, Dafydd ap Gwilym attributes all of his deeds and skill to Ifor and his patronage.
In the last poem chosen Marwnad Ifor a Nest, Dafydd ap Gwilym is recalling the life and deeds of his former patrons in the style of a traditional elegy poem. Which were a very traditional form for medieval poets and a very expected part of their role that was for their patrons. This style of poem dates back to the 6th century in written form but orally the tradition could be much older.[footnoteRef:16] They would often take the form of a very emotions take, highlighting the virtues of the deceased and would come from a perspective of someone who knew them very well. The strength of emotion that Dafydd ap Gwilym uses is a technique that highlights the exceptional character of the subject, he does this not just for his patron Ifor Hael but also highlights the character of Ifor’s wife Nest. Whilst describing Nest, Dafydd ap Gwilym uses a deep and romantic imagery that is very obscure in places. For example, in lines 22 to 26 he describes Nest as: [16:  Patrick K. Ford, review of A. O. H. Jarman and Gwilym Rees Hughes, Review of A Guide to Welsh Literature, Speculum, 57.1 (1982), pp. 137–40 (p. 137), doi:10.2307/2847575.] 

Nest the treasure is not to be seen, evil word.
Wave of sadness or overflowing of pain,
lovely hue of summer's radiance, foam of torrents,
on seeing the charity of saintly love for benefit
and a beloved one, wise patronage,
fine white Nest, knowledgeable about wine, white her teeth[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Swansea University, ‘Poem 17 Marwnad Ifor a Nest’, Archive, Gwaith Dafydd Ap Gwilym, n.d., pp. 22–26 <https://dafyddapgwilym.net/eng/3win.php> [accessed 1 April 2026].] 






Descriptions like this creates and conjures an image of her worth and character in her household.


Across his career, Dafydd ap Gwilym demonstrates a high level of skill in his writings by pioneering new writing methods and having the deep understanding of flexibility of oneself that is required to be a bard in medieval Wales. As readers can see in the three example poems, Dafydd ap Gwilym bends his personality to fit each piece of work he was writing at the time. In Diolch am Fenig he takes on a persona of a close confidant to Ifor Hael, approaching that poem in a lighter tone and speaking about his patron in a more causal manner while in the elegy poem Marwnad Ifor a Nest. Dafydd ap Gwilym approaches that poem in a more professional, highly emotional and nostalgic way. Ymadael ag Ifor Hael stands somewhat in the middle of the two, where Dafydd ap Gwilym acknowledges he would not be in the regard he is held at without Ifor’s patronage. The clever use of asserting his claim to find other patrons elsewhere whilst consistently praising Ifor in case he would ever need to return to his service is very telling on how dependant bards are on their patrons.
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