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Gwerful Mechain and Professional Poets 
in Medieval Wales

Poetry was a very important aspect of Medieval Welsh society. While the names of many of these poets are known today, relatively little research has been done on women’s relationship to poetry in medieval Wales. While this may in part be due to the fact that it is hard to find the names of these figures in the historical record, we do know of at least one woman poet who lived in medieval Wales with a substantial corpus behind her name. Gwerful Mechain was a noblewoman, the daughter of Hywel Fychan and Gwenhyfar, and lived in Mechain, Powys during the 16th century.[footnoteRef:1] She was married to John ap Llywelyn Fychan, with whom she had a daughter named Maud.[footnoteRef:2] Her poems have survived in a number of different manuscripts and, to date, there are fourteen poems that are definitely hers, five that are likely hers, and many other poems whose composers are unknown but are loosely believed to be hers.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 7.]  [2:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 7.]  [3:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 11.] 

While in larger medieval society there are examples of women who wrote poetry as a profession, Katie Gramich states “that Welsh women poets of this period did not write for a living but rather for enjoyment.”[footnoteRef:4] Given the special place poetry had in medieval Welsh society, many then believe that women poets such Gwerful Mechain were less restricted when it came to the topics of their poetry than their male counterparts. At the heart of this issue, and the focus of this paper, is the dynamic between art, the artist, and their context, the relationship between poetry, gender, and society in medieval Wales. Before agreeing or disagreeing with this issue, it is important to first look at not only the topics and works of both women and professional poets, but also the contexts in which they wrote. [4:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 10.] 

Before delving into a discussion of the topics and material available to both Gwerful Mechain and her contemporaries, it is important to first establish some groundwork on the world of poetry in medieval Wales. As with most of the Celtic countries, the poet was a central figure in society, though the details of the poet’s life and education is not always known, it is clear that their relationship to society was complex. From very early on, one of the main functions of the professional poet was storytelling and so the life of the professional poet was one of composition, travel, and entertainment.[footnoteRef:5] The poets traveled to the homes of their patrons, whom they charged for the performance of their poems. The poets had a cwrs clera, “a defined circuit of patrons whom [they] would visit on a regular schedule for the performance of poetry in their honour.”[footnoteRef:6] While their patrons were primarily noble or wealthy individuals hiring the poets for their own homesteads, there is also evidence of the poets being hired for the entertainment of the general public by townsfolk or local rulers.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Sioned Davies, “Storytelling in Medieval Wales,” Oral Tradition vol. 7: 2 (1992), p. 232. ]  [6:  David Klausner, “Entertainment and Recreation in the towns of Early Wales,” from Urban Culture in Medieval Wales, (ed. by) Helen Fulton (University of Wales Press, 2012), accessed online 06/03/2023, p. 261.]  [7:  David Klausner, “Entertainment and Recreation in the towns of Early Wales,” from Urban Culture in Medieval Wales, (ed. by) Helen Fulton (University of Wales Press, 2012), accessed online 06/03/2023, p. 261.] 

Regardless of the private or public nature of their entertainment, by the later Middle Ages the details of their work was highly regulated. How often the poets were able to visit their patrons as well as the amount they were allowed to charge them for their work, was set out in the Statute of Gruffudd ap Cynan.[footnoteRef:8] Known to have been circulated at the eisteddfod of Caerwys in 1523, this document’s relationship to its namesake, Gruffudd ap Cynan (d. 1179), is unknown. [footnoteRef:9] It focuses on the education and, once complete, the life of the poet, laying down guidelines and rules that regulated every aspect of the poet’s life. There is also evidence that by the time of 1523, the poets were keeping copies of this document on their person, which is one of the rules put forth by the Statute.[footnoteRef:10] This is significant because it shows that the poets of 16th century Wales not only knew or heard of the Statute, but that the legislations it put forward were also followed to some degree. The document is then central to any discussion on medieval Welsh poetry because of the wealth of detail it provides on the lives and education of the poets in Medieval Welsh society.  [8:  David Klausner, “Entertainment and Recreation in the towns of Early Wales,” from Urban Culture in Medieval Wales, (ed. by) Helen Fulton (University of Wales Press, 2012), accessed online 06/03/2023, p. 261.]  [9:  Patrick K. Ford, “Performance and Literacy in Medieval Welsh Poetry,” The Modern Language Review vol. 100:4 (Oct. 2005), accessed online 07/03/2023, p. xliv. Though the document’s real age and connection to its namesake, Gruffudd ap Cynan, is not known, the author mentions “that the poets from that time (1523) carried copies with them on their persons, as directed in the Statute”, showing that the document was known in the 16th century (p. xliv). ]  [10:  Patrick K. Ford, “Performance and Literacy in Medieval Welsh Poetry,” The Modern Language Review vol. 100:4 (Oct. 2005), accessed online 07/03/2023, p. xliv.] 

Most importantly, the Statute of Gruffudd shows that by the 1500s, there was a structured training system for new poets in medieval Wales. It describes a native, Welsh, bardic education system that had a number of different levels and tiers of poetic knowledge and skill. [footnoteRef:11] Aspiring poets were guided through the many branches of this education system by a professional, working poet, who had already mastered all the grades of poetic learning himself. [footnoteRef:12] It was an education that spanned many years where the student would progressively master the different grades of poetry, working his way up through the hierarchy of qualifications until he became a master bard himself.[footnoteRef:13] Until such a time came, however, the Statute of Gruffudd insists that the apprentices were not to perform any of their work without first getting it approved by their teacher.[footnoteRef:14]  [11:  Gruffudd Aled Williams, “The Poetic Debate of Edmund Prys and William Cynwal,” Renaissance Studies vol. 18:1 (March 2004), accessed online 09/03/2023, p. 35.]  [12:  Patrick K. Ford, “Performance and Literacy in Medieval Welsh Poetry,” The Modern Language Review vol. 100:4 (Oct. 2005), accessed online 07/03/2023, p. xliv.]  [13:  David Klausner, “Entertainment and Recreation in the towns of Early Wales,” from Urban Culture in Medieval Wales, (ed. by) Helen Fulton (University of Wales Press, 2012), accessed online 06/03/2023, p. 261.]  [14:  Patrick K. Ford, “Performance and Literacy in Medieval Welsh Poetry,” The Modern Language Review vol. 100:4 (Oct. 2005), accessed online 07/03/2023, p. xliv.] 

There are then a few key, somewhat inter-related, things to note from all this, the first relates to the poet’s status in society. A person’s social standing was very important in medieval Welsh society as it was the basis for almost every social action or interaction. The status of the professional poet was then linked to the level of his education, the more levels or grades he mastered, the higher his worth and skill, the higher his status would be. [footnoteRef:15] While this is fairly clear in concept, in reality, it lacks practicality and the ease of being able to identify the poets place in society by sight. That this was an issue is suggested by the fact that the document insists that all professional poets have not only a copy of the Statute on them, but also have proof of their poetic grade on their person.[footnoteRef:16] The Statute of Gruffudd ap Cynan indicates a desire to have a more physically tangible structure in society that distinguishes not only the different levels of poets within their hierarchy, but also to set them apart from any other figures in society who may recite poetry. To distinguish the different levels of status from the amateur poet all the way to the master.    [15:  Gruffudd Aled Williams, “The Poetic Debate of Edmund Prys and William Cynwal,” Renaissance Studies vol. 18:1 (March 2004), accessed online 09/03/2023, p. 35.]  [16:  Patrick K. Ford, “Performance and Literacy in Medieval Welsh Poetry,” The Modern Language Review vol. 100:4 (Oct. 2005), accessed online 07/03/2023, p. xliv.] 

The core of the second note then deals with this system of distinction. The basis of a poet’s education was to induct them into a poetic canon that had existed for centuries and that worked to set apart even the lowest grade of professional poet from amateurs. Through their education, poets learned how to operate their skill within society, but, more importantly, they inherited the traditional metres, genres, and history of their trade from those that came before them. The distinctions between the professional poets’ status in society then relied on their ability to utilize and manipulate these native poetic traditions. While their training inducted them into the canon of Welsh traditions, their professional mastery lied in their ability to both wield and adapt this canon to appeal to an ever-changing society, to keep past skills interesting to a contemporary audience of patrons. 
This pattern is reflected in the extensive range of topics on which the later medieval poets composed their works. By the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the patronage of the princes had been replaced by that of the gentry or nobility.[footnoteRef:17] These patrons played a very different role in society and, likewise, also had very different interests. This social change is reflected in the elegies and eulogies written by these later poets.  While in previous periods the focus of this genre was on praising the military prowess and leadership of their royal patrons, the focus of this period is on praising their patron’s generosity and hospitality.[footnoteRef:18] Though the genres continue to be passed on as part of the collective Welsh poetic inheritance, the shift in the nature of the praise shows how attuned these poems were to the society they were created for.  [17:  Joseph p. Clancy, Medieval Welsh Poems (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), p. 26.]  [18:  Joseph p. Clancy, Medieval Welsh Poems (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), p. 26.] 

Through them we can identify larger shifts in the social and political structure of society, but also smaller changes in the nuances of belief. This was the case for the devotional genre of the later Middle Ages and that can be seen in Gruffudd Gryg’s “Christ the King” and Huw Cae Llwyd’s “The Cross”.[footnoteRef:19] While the passion of Christ is a topic that long predates both of these poets, they both demonstrate a shift in tone: when it comes to the poets of the nobility, “the poet usually speaks less as an individual than as the voice of the Christian community in praising the Trinity, Jesus Christ, the Blessed Virgin, and the saints, confessing mankind’s sinfulness and praying for forgiveness”.[footnoteRef:20] The authors of the poems innovate within the canonical traditions that were passed down to them, adapting the old genres to the ‘modern’ beliefs, tastes, and modes of worship of their new patrons.  [19:  For full translations of the poem see Joseph p. Clancy, Medieval Welsh Poems (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), p. 218-219 and p. 347-348 respectively.]  [20:  Joseph p. Clancy, Medieval Welsh Poems (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), p. 26.] 

More markedly, however, this new group of patrons also had much wider interests than the previous princes and a new poetic metre was developed in the fourteenth century that was better suited for the diverse range of topics.[footnoteRef:21] While bards continued to use the older verse-forms of the Gogynfeirdd, over the course of the following two centuries, as Joseph Clancy remarks:  [21:  Joseph p. Clancy, Medieval Welsh Poems (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), p. 27. “The cywydd as a verse-form was an innovation in the 14th c. Wales, and its introduction was a response by the highest grade of bards to the need for expanding subjects and themes to suit the tastes of their new patrons, to entertain as well as eulogize” (p. 27). ] 

For the next two centuries and beyond the cywydd was the dominant verse-form, and the selections from this anthology show how adaptable it was for expressing a wide variety of experiences, from thanks for a patron’s gift to lamenting his or her death, from sombre brooding on the decay of the flesh to visions of heavenly glory, from the genial pleasures of a court to the grimness of battle to sheep-dealing and seafaring, from exuberant delight in bird and beast to vexation with the weather, from praise of a mistress’s eyebrow to joyful love-making, complaints of frustration, and bawdy knockabout farce.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Joseph p. Clancy, Medieval Welsh Poems (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), p. 27.] 

It is then from this period that we see a large output of love poetry, such as Iorwerth Fychan’s “A Love Poem for Gerfuil”[footnoteRef:23] and Dafydd ap Gwilym’s Y Gainc.[footnoteRef:24] As Joseph Calncy points out, the extent and range of topics available to these poets was endless. The creation of a new poetic verse that could stand up to the desires of their patrons shows the connection between the two figures. By and large, the poets appear to create and compose for their patrons, the supply the entertainment demands of the wealthy. But did this restrict them in their ability to compose poems on topics of their own choosing?   [23:  Joseph p. Clancy, Medieval Welsh Poems (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), p. 179-180. See these pages for a full translation of the poem.]  [24: “Y Gainc,” Dafydd ap Gwilym, Welsh Department at Swansea University and the Center for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies at the University of Wales, published April 4th-5th, 2007, accessed 09/03/2023, URL: https://dafyddapgwilym.net/eng/3win.php. ] 

The poetic corpus that survives today shows such a range in available topics that it is hard to imagine professional poets being in a position where they were hard pressed to find a topic that they wanted to write about. The corpus presents a society with such varied interests, paired with a strong desire for entertainment, that professional poets must have been able to find a paying audience for the poetry composed for their own entertainment. In the professional sphere, poets did have to operate within the parameters of the native poetic canon and align to some degree with the issues and topics that interested their patrons, but they also had a life outside of their profession where they would have presumably been able to write about whatever they wished. They presumably had for their craft and, much like Gramich describes the context of the women poets, would also compose for pure enjoyment. 
Women could and did compose poetry, and they were certainly patrons of poets, but they could not be professional poets in the same way as the poets mentioned above. Throughout Europe in the Middle Ages, women’s access to a formal education was limited to say the least. During this period, a person’s ability to engage or contribute to the world of literature depended on their ability to speak and read in Latin, an ability that remained largely inaccessible for women.[footnoteRef:25] The language was taught at universities and monasteries and, while women were simply bared from the former, even in convents, the majority of women were not taught Latin and the few who were not always fluent.[footnoteRef:26] More specifically to Wales, the format of a bard’s formal education made professionalism unattainable for Welsh women poets. At its core, aspiring poets spent years travelling with a (presumably) male master poet both within and between communities learning their trade.   [25:  June Hall McCash, “The Role of Woman in the Rise of the Vernacular,” Comparative Literature vol. 60: 1, accessed online 07/03/2023, p. 51. ]  [26:  June Hall McCash, “The Role of Woman in the Rise of the Vernacular,” Comparative Literature vol. 60: 1, accessed online 07/03/2023, p. 51.] 

In the 12th century, however, there were two gradual shifts in the larger European society, that opened up the ability for women interact with literature: the transition from a heroic to a courtly culture and from Latin to the vernacular as the dominant written language of the courts.[footnoteRef:27] While the shift to courtly culture worked to make literature more appealing to a wider audience that included women, the rise of the vernacular in written culture was crucial in giving wealthy women to access and read texts in a language they understand, but also to contribute to the literary world as well.[footnoteRef:28] It is in the ensuing period that there is a flourishing of women literary patronage and women writers as well. Women found their education outside of conventional and traditional means and contributed to the world of medieval literature both as patrons requesting the translations of certain texts and supporters and contributors to the artistic community.[footnoteRef:29]  [27:  June Hall McCash, “The Role of Woman in the Rise of the Vernacular,” Comparative Literature vol. 60: 1, accessed online 07/03/2023, p. 45-46.]  [28:  June Hall McCash, “The Role of Woman in the Rise of the Vernacular,” Comparative Literature vol. 60: 1, accessed online 07/03/2023, p. 48-49.]  [29:  Stephen G. Nicholls, “Medieval Women Writers: Aisthesis and the Powers of Marginality,” Yale French Studies no 75 (1988), accessed online 07/03/23, p. 77.] 

It is this last which perhaps characterizes women’s contributions to the world of literature in the later Middle Ages. Excluded from standard conventions of learning and literary productions, they were nevertheless not prohibited from contributing should they find a way to bypass this. The new vernacular and courtly cultures that emerged from the fringes of conventional culture provided an opportunity for them to contribute from early on to a literary trend that acted as a vehicle through which women could enter the mainstream literary culture. Though by no means commonplace, there were even authors like Christine de Pizan who not only composed and expressed their own ideas in writing, but were also recognized and praised by well-known male poets during their lifetime.[footnoteRef:30] In this way, Christine de Pizan is not wholly dissimilar to Gwerful Mechain. [30:  June Hall McCash, “The Role of Woman in the Rise of the Vernacular,” Comparative Literature vol. 60: 1, accessed online 07/03/2023, p. 54-55.] 

Following then from these larger European trends, Gwerful’s education and literary beginings were non-canonical. She was never formally inducted into the Welsh poetic canon through the professional poetic education system, nor did she receive the formal education of her professional peers. But this does not mean that both she or other women poets were either unaware of the traditional metres and genres or unable to inherit and use these poetic traditions just as well as the professionals roaming society. Rather like other women throughout Europe, she “inserted [herself] within the interstices between recognized and widely accepted modes of discourse, carving out for [herself] new roles, new genres, new modes of self-expression.”[footnoteRef:31] It is through the world of poetry that Gwerful was able to take part in a world of discussions and conversations that she may not have necessarily been able to contribute to otherwise. [31:  June Hall McCash, “The Role of Woman in the Rise of the Vernacular,” Comparative Literature vol. 60: 1, accessed online 07/03/2023, p. 54.] 

Turning then to her corpus, a number of her works are presented as correspondences between her and other poets. Through these, we see her engaging in social and political discourses that may have otherwise been excluded. Such is the case in Gwerful Mechain yn holi Dafydd Llwyd (“Gwerful Mechain questions Dafydd Llwyd”) and Gwerful Mechain yn gofyn i Dafydd Llwyd (“Gwerful Mechain asks Dafydd Llwyd”), where she engages her peer, Dafydd Llwyd, in prophetic verse.[footnoteRef:32] The two poems are presented as a series of englyns where Gwerful discusses politics and current events with Dafydd, particularly the idea of Welsh independence from Britain which a common topic among poets of the nobility.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 74-81.]  [33:  Joseph p. Clancy, Medieval Welsh Poems (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2003), p. 24-25.] 

What is interesting with these poems is how indistinguishable they are in terms of style and tone from the other poets she corresponded with and that circulated society. Even when it came to love poems, Gwerful matches the professionals at every turn, churning out poems ranging from explicitly sexual to more euphemistic. Examples of the former can be seen in a poetic correspondences with Dafydd Llwyd, where Gwerful explains in four englyns whether there exists a woman who could handle his girth. [footnoteRef:34] While this may be shocking to readers both past and present, there is no indication that there was anything taboo about her racy lyrics in her time.  [34:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 82-85, 86-87.] 

Her compositions then allow her to take part in and contribute to conversations that were largely reserved for men in society. This is the case for her religious poems, such as Dioddefaint Crist (“Christ’s Passion”) and Angau a barn (“Death and Judgement”).[footnoteRef:35] The poems render classic Christian beliefs into poetic verse and, other than the difference in the authors’ gender, there are no marked differences in terms of presentation, voice, or style. They show not only her ability to wield the Welsh poetic canon as well as any professional. [35:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 22-31 (for Christ’s Passion), 32-39 (for the Death and Judgement).] 

That being said, there are also a number of instances when Gwerful’s poetry takes on a different voice and presents a glimpse into her own thoughts and perspectives. For example, Gwerful’s Cywydd y cedor (“Poem to the Vagina”), though in style very similar to Dafydd ap Gwilym’s Y Gal (The Penis), presents her thoughts on other poets’ descriptions of women’s beauty and what she thinks of the vagina.[footnoteRef:36] A number of her poems also express a broader women’s perspective, particularly when it comes to sexuality. This idea is seen in two of her other poems: I wragedd eiddigus (“To jealous wives”) and Llanc ym min y llwyn (“A lad beside the bush”).[footnoteRef:37] Perhaps the clearest example of her using her poetry to express her own thoughts and beliefs is her response to Ieuan Dyfi’s poem to Red Annie where she not only comes to the defense of Red Annie but also all of woman kind.[footnoteRef:38]  [36:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 40-45; “Y Gal,” Dafydd ap Gwilym, https://dafyddapgwilym.net/eng/3win.php. ]  [37:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 92-93.]  [38:  Katie Gramich (ed. & trans.), The Works of Gwerful Mechain, a broadview anthology of British literature edition (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2018), p. 64-73.] 

From all this, Gwerful appears to have been able to write about what she wished without having to be concerned about how her patrons would respond and whether it would afford her a living. Though there is undoubtably a love and enjoyment women had for the art of poetry, putting forward that they composed their works purely out of this enjoyment detracts a little from the force and power of their work. Gwerful’s poems are the vehicle through which she can actively engage with society and take part in a world that was otherwise not available to her. The poems she wrote ranged from fun correspondences to discussions about the stability of their society, from mundane verses about the wet weather to scorching defenses of her peers. Much like the professional poets, there appear to be instances when she composed purely for the love of poetry but others where there was an intentionality that definitely goes beyond it. 
Turning now back to the original question, I do not believe that Gwerful Mechain or any other woman poet was any more or less restricted during this period when it came to the topics on which they could compose their poetry. The professional poets did have to appeal to the interests of their patrons, but the nature of their interest was so wide and varied that there was undoubtably room for the poets to find an audience for their taste. On the other hand, there was no precedent for women poets: there was no history of what women should or should not discuss in their compositions, no rules regarding their inability to contribute to the literary traditions other than convention. Though not formal professionals in the same way that as the male poets, the topics discussed in the poetry of Gwerful Mechain is nothing novel or revolutionary. Most of the topics are ones also discussed by her male counterparts. Rather, what differentiates her poems from her peers is the unique perspective to women, sexuality, and their place in society. 
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