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To fully understand the effect that the Renaissance had on Welsh literature and to decide if it really was a ‘re-birth’, it should be looked at within the framework of what came before and what followed. This essay sets out to explain the types of Welsh literature that existed before the Renaissance. The reasons they were created, the role they played in society and their intended audience. It will then explore the meaning of Renaissance and look at the environment in which it occurred, the key events that happened both in the run up to and during the actual Renaissance, the central players and the role they played. The final part of the essay will look at what happened to Welsh literature as a direct result of the Renaissance, before concluding with the writer’s opinion as to whether the Renaissance really was a positive ‘re-birth’ for Welsh literature.
Long before the Renaissance arrived in the mid 16th century, Welsh had a well-established literary culture. The work of two late 6th century poets, Taliesin and Aneirin means that Welsh can describe itself as the oldest attested vernacular language in Europe. [footnoteRef:32245] One very important point to state is that what is being described here is linguistic Welsh, not geographical Welsh, which in the 6th century was widely spoken in Britain, especially in the area known as ‘Yr Hen Ogledd (The Old North). [footnoteRef:1801] The literature that survives today is both poetry and prose. Of poetry, there are several distinct genres which reflect, in part, the role of the poet and his work in society. As mentioned previously, Taliesin and Aneirin were two of the very earliest poets and their work is of the Heroic or Praise genre. There is however some overlap between the two genres, generally Heroic poetry concentrates on the heroic ideal of either a battle and its warriors that is contemporary to the poet or to a historic battle. In contrast, Praise poetry concentrates on a single person or group of people. [footnoteRef:3806] The later praise-poems were written by ‘Poets of the Princes (Beirdd y Tywysogion)’ (12th and 13th century), [footnoteRef:24571] examples of which are found in the Hendregadredd manuscript. [footnoteRef:16688] Also, in the work of the ‘Poets of the Gentry’ (Cywyddwyr) (14th to 16th centuries). [footnoteRef:31244] One of the most well-known Cywyddwyr poets was Dafydd ap Gwilym (c. 1315/20 – c. 1350/1370). [footnoteRef:5112] [footnoteRef:28645] [32245: Dafydd, Johnston, The Literature of Wales. (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1994), P. 1.]  [1801:  Janet,Davies, The Welsh Language: A History, 2nd ed. (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2014), P. 17.
]  [3806:  jenny’s notes Moodle Unit 2]  [24571:  John J., Parry, ‘The Court Poets of the Welsh Princes’, PMLA, vol. 67, no. 4, 1952, pp. 511–20. JSTOR, < https://doi.org/10.2307/459824>. (Accessed 22 Mar. 2024.).
]  [16688:  National Library of Wales, Hedregadredd Manuscript (year unknown) <https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/hendregadredd-manuscript> [Accessed 20 March 2024].]  [31244:  Oxford Bibliographies, Medieval Welsh Poetry (2015) < DOI: 10.1093/OBO/9780199846719-0094> [Accessed 20 March 2024].
]  [5112:  https://biography.wales/article/arc_s-DAFY-APG-1340.  ]  [28645:   Dafyddapgwilym.net, The Poems (year unknown) < https://dafyddapgwilym.net/eng/3win.php > [Accessed 20 March 2024].
] 

There is also a very strong tradition of Saga poetry in Welsh Literature. Mostly written in the 8th and 9th centuries, in this genre of poetry the writing is more imaginative in style. The work is all anonymous. The poems are a mixture of prose and poetry, where the poetry is used to add emphasis to the emotional high points. It has its roots in the Welsh story-telling tradition and what exists in the saga poetry is only fully understood when viewed with the, now lost, original story. [footnoteRef:16670] The poet used the voices of the characters to tell the story rather than narrating it themselves. [footnoteRef:3028] The final major genre of early Welsh Literature is Lyric poetry which draws on nature, religion and the human condition for inspiration. It mends these very cleverly together so that the work is multi-dimensional. One famous example of this genre is ‘Sadness in Springtime’. [footnoteRef:2999] [16670:  Rowland, Jenny, editor. “INTRODUCTION.” A Selection of Early Welsh Saga Poems, Modern Humanities Research Association, 2014, pp. xv–xxxii. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt9qfb96.6. Accessed 21 Mar. 2024.
]  [3028:  Johnston, The Literature of Wales, P. 13.
]  [2999:  National Library of Wales, The Black Book of Carmarthen (year unknown) < https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/the-black-book-of-carmarthen > [Accessed 20 March 2024]
] 

[bookmark: _Int_sis90Hnu]In comparison, more early Welsh poetry has survived than prose. Possibility the most famous medieval Welsh prose is the ‘Mabinogion’. [footnoteRef:24505] A collection of eleven tales taken from the ‘White Book of Rhyddych‘ [footnoteRef:27303] and the ‘Red Book of Hengest’ [footnoteRef:1590] Of these eleven, four can be tenuously linked together and are known as the ’Mabinogi’ with their style and tone suggesting the work of one author. [footnoteRef:8732] The four branches of the ’Mabinogi’ each tell a different story which entertwine historical facts, mythology, and other-worldly material. The remaining tales in the ’Mabinogion’ include three chivalric romances, two tales about King Arthur and two tales about early British history. [footnoteRef:2110] [24505:  Guest, Charlotte, ed., The Mabinogion. (Project Gutenberg, 2004) < https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/5160/pg5160-images.html > [Accessed 20 March 2024]
]  [27303:  https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/white-book-of-rhydderch/]  [1590:  https://www-oxfordreference-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100408826]  [8732:  Johnston, The Literature of Wales, P. 24.]  [2110:  https://www-oxfordbibliographies-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/document/obo-9780199846719/obo-9780199846719-0036.xml] 

Both early poetry and prose would have been created by professional poets or storytellers (y carfarwydd) who were court entertainers of high standing. Originally their patrons would have been The Princes of Wales and their Royal Courts and but after the death of the last Welsh native Prince of Wales (Dafydd ap Gruffydd in 1293) they looked to Welsh nobility to provide them with patronage and modified their work to suit their new audience. [footnoteRef:23850] There existed a Guild of Poets, which required an apprentice to join, that set standards and rates of payments for poets’ work that became enshrined in law. From this brief overview of Welsh literature prior to the start of the Renaissance, it is obvious that it had maintained its relevance and met a need in society over many centuries. It did this within a well-established framework that supported the poets, allowing for change and development so that it remained modern and contemporary. It self-regulated by virtue of having a governing body, a Guild of Poets or a Bardic Order. In short, Welsh Literature at the time the Renaissance started was well-established and meeting a need in society.  [23850:  https://biography.wales/article/s-DAFY-APG-1283] 

The Renaissance movement started in Italy in the 14th century. It made its way across Europe before reaching Wales around 1549. Humanism was a key characteristic of the early Renaissance and was based on the study and appreciation of classical Greek and Latin literature. [footnoteRef:29495]   In Italy, as in most of Europe and later in England, humanism was rooted in the royal courts from which it spread to universities and later to grammar type school. In addition to the Greek and Roman literature it also focused on moral philosophy, history, grammar, rhetoric, history and poetry. Its arrival in Wales was delayed by the lack of a university and grammar schools, although these were established after humanism's introduction to Wales.  [29495:  Jones, Robert Owen., and Glanmor Williams, The Celts and the Renaissance : Tradition and Innovation / Proceedings of the Eighth International Congress of Celtic Studies, Held at Swansea, 19-24 July, 1987 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1990)
] 

Humanism did not arrive in a vacuum. Several key events were happening in England and Wales at, or around, the same time which facilitated the rise and popularity of humanism. These events will be briefly reviewed and the points most salient to this essay highlighted to demonstrate their collective contribution to the Welsh literary Renaissance. 
Of the two Acts of Union, it is the one of 1536 that is most relevant to this essay. This Act made Wales a part of England and its citizens subjects of the English Crown. [footnoteRef:23874] The same Act also contained a clause making English the official language of Wales and forbidding Welsh speakers from holding public office. [footnoteRef:8572] This delivered a huge blow to the Welsh language. In contrast, the Act also created many new opportunities within the administrative system for educated people to hold office as Justice of the Peace, sheriffs, and Members of Parliament. [footnoteRef:29246]  [23874:   Davies, The Welsh Language, P. 33.]  [8572:  Davies, The Welsh Language, P. 34.]  [29246:  Jones, Robert Owen., and Glanmor Williams, The Celts and the Renaissance : Tradition and Innovation / Proceedings of the Eighth International Congress of Celtic Studies, Held at Swansea, 19-24 July, 1987 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1990)
] 

A kind of Welsh educational revolution took place in the 16th century, The fact that this occurred in the same century as so many other key events in Wales makes it almost impossible to dismiss as coincidence and it would be logical to assume that this was as a direct result of these events but not necessarily a driving force within them.   There had always been a tradition whereby a small number of gentry and the clergy were educated at Oxford University. This was soon to change and between the mid 15th and mid 16th centuries as many as three thousand Welshmen attended universities. In addition to the huge increase in numbers attending universities, several new endowed grammar schools were also established in Wales.  It was in such places, a lot of which were in northeast Wales, that young men were educated in the doctrine of humanism. 
Another major event of the 16th century was the English Reformation which started in 1529 and led to the rise in Protestantism. As a direct result of the Reformation, Parliament passed the Dissolution of the Monasteries Act in 1530. The closure of the monasteries also meant that scholars who had previously been educated in these establishments were then moving to the new grammar schools in Wales or universities in England. In addition to the Protestant humanists in Wales, there were also Welsh Roman Catholic humanist but following the Reformation it was necessary for them to continue their studies in European universities.
[bookmark: _Int_637Nc8mu]One of the major tenets of Protestantism is the achievement of Salvation through personal experience of God’s word. [footnoteRef:13552] Protestantism soon found itself in a dilemma. On one hand, it believed the vernacular (as opposed to Latin) should be the language of Worship, which, following the Acts of Union would be English.  But on the other hand, in Wales there was a mass of people who would not be able to understand the new religion if English were the language of Worship. [footnoteRef:2609] To help overcome this problem, Sir John Price of Brecon looked to the printing press, a relatively new invention from Germany which meant that large numbers of identical books could be created, something that would never have been thought possible when the writing of books was in the hands of the scribes. In 1547, Sir John published the first printed book in Welsh. It was without a title and contained The Lord’s Prayer, the Creed and the Ten Commandments along with a guide to the reading of Welsh. It is commonly known by its opening words, ’Yn y llywyr hwnn’ (In this book). [footnoteRef:10533] Fearing the religious dissension that had divided Europe and wanting to keep the Welsh speaking people onside, the government passed an Act in 1563 to ensure that the Bible and Prayer Book be available in Welsh by 1573 and that services should be conducted in Welsh where the language is commonly used. [footnoteRef:4884]The full translation of the Bible into Welsh was published in 1588 by William Morgan, vicar of Llanthaeadr-ym-Mochnant whose literary style created a bridge from the literary style of the Middle Ages to the modern period. [footnoteRef:22994] [13552:  Johnston, The Literature of Wales, P. 67.]  [2609: Davies, The Welsh Language, P. 37. ]  [10533:  Davies, The Welsh Language, P. 39.]  [4884:  Davies, The Welsh Language, P. 39.]  [22994:  Johnston, The Literature of Wales, P. 68.] 

The Acts of Union had a negative impact on the Welsh language but created new opportunities for educated Welsh men. This links to the Dissolution of the Monasteries and how they were replaced as centers of learning by new grammar schools and more people attending universities in England. The rise of Protestantism following the Reformation inadvertently led to Welsh becoming a language on par with English for Divine Service, the Bible and Book of Common Prayer, mitigating the damage done to the language by the Acts of Union. And finally, the need to provide printed versions of the newly translated Bible helped introduce the printing press to Wales. This is the world into which the humanists launched themselves.
The Welsh Humanists, as most humanists, revered the classical languages of Latin and Greek but, at the same time they were also very loyal to their own language which they wanted to see elevated to the same status. [footnoteRef:3553] This elevation in status was to be based on a shared vision of a glorious past, key to this were the four great (fundamental) myths of Samothes, Brutus, Joseph of Arimathea and Ysgolan. The first three provided credible links to Hebrew, Greek and Latin respectively, while the fourth explained the lack of surviving classical works.  [3553:  Jones, Robert Owen., and Glanmor Williams, The Celts and the Renaissance : Tradition and Innovation / Proceedings of the Eighth International Congress of Celtic Studies, Held at Swansea, 19-24 July, 1987 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1990)
] 

On taking stock of the state of Welsh literature at the start of the Renaissance, the humanists found many areas that fell short of what they believed was needed to make Welsh literature great. They set about creating a plan to correct these shortcomings which included; the creation of learned prose; the retranslation of the Bible; lifting the professional poets to a status of greatness equal to that of the ancients by supporting them in this endeavor; provide some order to the language by means of standardization and enhancing the vocabulary. 
[bookmark: _Int_0S8kjlSK]What did they achieve?  They certainly failed in their aim to prove the pedigree of Welsh based on the foundation myths, but a very large positive came out of their efforts. As a direct result of the search for ancient classical manuscripts and books many items were preserved that might otherwise have been lost. The Protestant humanists certainly helped to mitigate the risk to the Welsh language posed by the Acts of Union by their involvement in the translation of the Bible into Welsh. Their work in developing Welsh-English dictionaries also played a role in saving the Welsh language. The dictionaries, along with the grammars that the humanists printed, did much to elevate the standard of literary Welsh and bring about a far more standardized version of the language. It seems that their aim to elevate the professional poets met with much resistance primarily because the poets already had their own Guild with their own standards and, possibly, because the humanists did not fully understand the work of the medieval poets.
In summary, did the Welsh Literary Renaissance deliver a rebirth or was it just another wave of evolution, much like happened in the preceding centuries, which allowed Welsh literature to grow in new ways that helped safeguard its future. On balance it would be fair to say that without the intervention of the humanists the future of Welsh literature and indeed the Welsh language would have been far less secure. Does that mean that the Renaissance was responsible for a rebirth of Welsh literature, then the answer must be ‘yes’ but not in the classical sense the humanists set out to achieve.
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