Prof Jane Cartwright

A Chronological Summary: some important events relating to history and literature in medieval Wales
5C-8C  Age of the Saints/the Dark Ages

589  Death of St David, according to Rhygyfarch (c.1056-99).

757-96  Offa, king of Mercia, responsible for Offa's dyke (from Deeside in North Wales to the banks of the river Wye in the South); created  definite border between Wales and England.

877  Death of Rhodri Mawr, son of Merfyn Frych.  He became king of Gwynedd in 844, king of Powys in 855 and king of Seisyllwg (Ceredigion and Ystrad Tywi) in 872; successfully defended his kingdom against attacks from the English and the Vikings.

950  Death of Hywel Dda, Rhodri's grandson.  He inherited Ystrad Tywi and Ceredigion and was given Dyfed as a result of his marriage to Elen.  In 942, when Idwal Foel died, he took Gwynedd as well.  He succeeded in ruling most of Wales and enjoyed a friendly relationship with Wessex and the kings of England.  In 928 he went on a pilgrimage to Rome and before his death he ‘reorganized’ the Welsh laws.  According to tradition, the laws were recorded in Whitland under the supervision of Hywel Dda.  However, only part of this ancient material was retained in the texts of the medieval laws.

c.1055-1137  Gruffydd ap Cynan, king of Gwynedd.  He was successful in defending Gwynedd against the attacks of Henry I.  He had strong links with Ireland (his father had married a daughter of a Viking who was the ruler of Dublin; and he was imprisoned in Ireland for a period) and it is possible that all this had an influence on the literature of Wales.  His son, Owain ap Gruffydd (Owain Gwynedd) commissioned a history of his life in Latin: we still have the Welsh version - Historia Gruffudd ap Cynan.

c.1060  According to Ifor Williams, Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi were composed shortly before the Norman Conquest.

1063  Death of Gruffudd ap Llywelyn, king of Gwynedd and Powys and for a short period in 1055, ‘brenin Cymru’, the king of Wales.  He was the only king who succeeded in uniting Wales and he also gained land beyond Offa's Dyke.  He died in Snowdonia.

1066  Norman Conquest.  Harold, king of England, was killed at the Battle of Hastings and William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy, was crowned king of England (1066-87).  The Battle of Hastings is portrayed on the Bayeux Tapestry in France.  After this date there is marked French influence on Welsh literature (as well as on English literature).

1071-1127  Guillaime d'Aquitaine, a famous poet.  The first Troubadour, i.e. a group of poets in Southern France who wrote courtly love poetry in praise of women and who worshipped the cult of lovers.

c.1094  Rhygyfarch composed Vita Davidis, a life history or biography of St David in Latin.

c.1100-1170  Owain ap Gruffudd (Owain Gwynedd), king of Gwynedd and Gruffudd ap Cynan's son.  Cynddelw Brydydd Mawr composed poetry to him.

1131/2  Birth of the Lord Rhys (Rhys ap Gruffudd) Prince of Deheubarth.

1135  Death of Henry I, king of England, who was succeeded by Stephen.

c.1135-83  Chrétien de Troyes, author of several French romances including Yvain, Erec et Enide and Perceval, three romances which correspond to the Welsh romances Iarlles y Ffynnon/Owain, Geraint and Peredur.

1136  Death of Gwenllian the daughter of Gruffudd ap Cynan, king of Gwynedd, on the battlefield during an attack on the Normans of Cydweli Castle (according to Andrew Breeze she was the author of the Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi!)

c.1136-38  Geoffrey of Monmouth composed a ‘history’ of Wales and Britain, Historia Regum Britanniae.  The history was based mainly on Welsh legends.  This is the Latin text from which the traditions about Arthur and Merlin originate and it had a far-reaching influence on European Arthurianliterature.

1154  Death of Stephen, king of England, who was succeeded by Henry II.

1164  Richard Fitzstephen founded an abbey on the banks of the river Fflur.  Lord Rhys moved the Cistercian abbey to Strata Florida.  It was one of our greatest monasteries and it was here that the now-lost Latin version of Brut y Tywysogion was produced.  Many princes were buried there: Cadell ap Gruffudd (1175), Rhys Ieuanc (1122), and Maelgwn ap Rhys (c.1230), and according to a poem written by Gruffudd Gryg, Dafydd ap Gwilym was buried there under an yew tree, but some believe that he was buried at Talley Abbey ( Talyllychau).

1165  Lord Rhys burnt Cardigan castle to the ground and completed his invasion of Ceredigion.

1172  Henry II met Lord Rhys in Laugharne on his way back from Ireland.

fl. c. 1170-81 Gwynfardd Brycheiniog, one of the Poets of the Princes was composing Welsh strict-,metre poetry. He is renowned for his poems in praise of St David and the Lord Rhys.

1173-1240  Llywelyn ap Iorwerth (Llywelyn the Great; Prince of Aberffraw; Lord of Eryri), one of the greatest of the Welsh princes, grandson of Owain Gwynedd.  He succeeded in uniting Gwynedd and after the death of Lord Rhys, became the most powerful leader in Wales.  He died at Aberconwy Abbey.  The Laws of Hywel Dda were revised as a result of his work.

1176  The first known ‘eisteddfod’ was held in the castle of the Lord Rhys at Cardigan.

1188  Gerald of Wales (Giraldus Cambrensis) travelled around Wales with Baldwin, the Archbishop of Canterbury and composed his account (in Latin) of his Journey through Wales.
1189  Death of Henry II and Richard I succeeded to the throne.

1196  Lord Rhys undertook a military campaign against the Normans attacking the royal castle at Carmarthen and burning the town to the ground.

1197  Death of Lord Rhys who was buried in St Davids.

1205  Llywelyn the Great married Siwan the daughter of John, the king of England.

1210  John, king of England, attacked Gwynedd and Llywelyn lost part of his territory to his father-in-law, but he succeeded in regaining the lands later.

1216  Llywelyn the Great held a ‘parliament’ in Aberdovey.

1230  William de Breos was hanged by Llywelyn the Great because he had slept with Llywelyn's wife Siwan.

c.1225  Birth of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd (Llywelyn y Llyw Olaf - the Last Prince), grandson of Llywelyn ap Iorwerth.  He and his brother Owain inherited the kingdom of Dafydd, their uncle, in 1245.  Llywelyn attacked the English castles in Wales and in 1258 he bestowed upon himself the title of Prince of Wales and was acknowledged thus by Henry III, the king of England, in 1267.

1272  Death of Henry III who was succeeded by Edward I.  The relationship between Llywelyn and the king of England deteriorated.

1272-1307  Edward I, king of England, was on the throne.  He built a number of castles in Wales and succeeded in conquering Llywelyn y Llyw Olaf.  It was he who was responsible for the Statute of Rhuddlan (1284).   

1282  The death of Llywelyn y Llyw Olaf on the banks of the river Irfon near Cilmeri.  His body was buried in the abbey of Cwm Hir and his head was taken to London.  An elegy was written for him by Gruffudd ab yr Ynad Coch.  

1301  Edward II, the son of Edward I, was crowned ‘Prince’ of Wales.

1313-75  Giovanni Boccacio, the author of Decameron the famous, humorous legends which are mainly concerned with sexual matters.

1320-70  Dafydd ap Gwilym in his prime, one of the Poets of the Gentry, and in the opinion of the majority of our scholars, our greatest poet.

c.1320-1398  Iolo Goch, one of the Poets of the Gentry.

1340-1400  Chaucer, one of England's greatest poets, the author of The Canterbury Tales and  a contemporary of Dafydd ap Gwilym.

Mid 14C The White Book of Rhydderch (Manuscript Peniarth 4 and 5) which is kept in the National Library at Aberystwyth.  The Manuscript Peniarth 4 contains the legends of the Mabinogi and the Manuscript Peniarth 5 contains a number of religious texts.

1346  The Book of the Anchorite of Llanddewibrefi (Manuscript Jesus College CXIX), a collection of Middle Welsh prose texts prepared by the anchorite of Llanddewibrefi for Phylip ap Trahaearn from the district of Cantref Mawr.  16 of the 17 texts in the collection are religious texts.

Second half of the 14C Dafydd Ddu from Hiraddug, poet and scholar.  It was claimed that it was he who translated Gwassanaeth Meir from Latin into Welsh.  He edited Gramadegau'r Penceirddiaid, a text composed originally by a priest called Einion.

At the turn of the 14C The Red Book of Hergest, a manuscript in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, which contains many of the legends of the Mabinogi.

c.1354-c.1416  Owain Glyndŵr, Prince of Wales.  One of the nation's greatest heroes.  He made no attempt to rule Wales until 1400, and by that time he was middle aged.  He held parliaments at Machynlleth and Dolgellau.  He was a gifted leader.  Little is known about his death.  His court at Sycharth is mentioned in the work of Iolo Goch.

1413-22  Henry V king of England.

c.1420-89  Lewys Glyn Cothi, one of the Poets of the Gentry.

c.1435-c.1493  Guto'r Glyn, one of the Poets of the Gentry.

1450-80  Dafydd Nanmor, one of the Poets of the Gentry (fl).

1455-56  The first book ever to be printed was the Gutenberg Bible which was printed in Germany by Johann Gutenberg.  In 1476 William Caxton founded the first printing press in England and the first book to be printed there was The Dictes or Sayengis of the Philosphres.  Caxton published a book called The Golden Legend which contained an English version of the life of Gwenfrewy (St Winefride).

c.1465-c.1525  Tudur Aled, one of the Poets of the Gentry.  He was supposedly buried under Tesco (Greyfriars Court, Carmarthen)!

1455-89  The Wars of the Roses, which was mainly a conflict between the Lancastrians and the Yorkists for the crown of England stemming from dissatisfaction under the leadership of Henry VI.  In 1485 Henry Tudor was crowned king of England.

1462-1500  Gwerful Mechain, one of the few known Welsh female poets in her prime.

c. 1513-16 Sir Huw Pennant composed his Welsh prose account of the Life of St Ursula Hystoria Gweryddon yr Almaen, preserved in NLW MS Peniarth 182.

1536-41 Dissolution of the Monasteries      
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