	
	       

An Appreciation of the Poem Basaleg by Dafydd ap Gwilym

             Go, lad, admire the superb greenery —

fair splendid world — under a verdant covering of birch–trees;




from Glamorgan bear tidings



4
to Gwynedd, a path laid out with mead,




and I'm well loved, the world's bright joy,




and greet the land of Môn.




Say — I've been barred from my own land,



8
God knows, you're not to blame —




that for some time (Solomon's psalm)




I've been courting someone up above Cardiff.




My fortune is not sordid or perverse,



12
it is not love for some slender, smooth–lipped maid,




it's true love for Ifor that's overwhelmed me,




greater than the love for any mistress.




I have praised Ifor's love,



16
which is unlike that of a stupid Englishman,




and I'll not go (most perfect lord)




if he so requests, for the love of Ifor,




a single day to wicked towns,



20
nor a single night from Glamorgan.




Is it not agreeable before a host




to love poets who shoot at a clear target?




A venerable and wealthy hawk,



24
a sturdily built man upon a horse.




A man descended from a splendid lord,




gold–helmed, extremely generous, with a fine retinue;




an accomplished army–feller, swift and ardent,



28
a superb wise falcon, master of debate;




an undying stag, he does not suffer the English,




all men would find him very true;




modest and well–spoken,



32
all are worthless compared with fair Ifor.




A great honour has befallen me:




if I live, I'm allowed




to hunt with hounds (there's no lord more generous)



36
and to drink with Ifor,




and shoot at splendid, straight–running stags




and cast hawks to the wind and sky,




and have poems from fine tongues



40
and amusement at Basaleg;




and play backgammon and chess




on equal terms with that mighty man.




If one (courteous consent)



44
should defeat the other, most refined,




I'll reward him fluently with a poem,




I'll receive even more before Ifor.




No one's generous given the like of him,



48
no one's brave; is he not a king?




I won't leave his court, fearless lord,




no one is loyal but Ifor.



	
	




	
	Cerdda was, câr ddewiswyrdd,                                                   
Ceinfyd gwymp, is caenfedw gwyrdd; 

	
	



	
	O Forgannwg dwg ddydd da

	
	



	4
	I Wynedd, heilfedd hwylfa,

	
	



	
	Ac annwyl wyf, befrnwyf byd,

	
	



	
	Ac annerch wlad Fôn gennyd.

	
	



	
	Dywaid, i'm gwlad ni'm gadwyd,

	
	



	8
	Duw a'i gŵyr, dieuog wyd,

	
	



	
	Fy mod es talm, salm Selyf,

	
	



	
	Yn caru dyn uwch Caerdyf.

	
	



	
	Nid salw na cham fy namwain,

	
	



	12
	Nid serch ar finrhasglferch fain,

	
	



	
	Mawrserch Ifor a'm goryw,

	
	



	
	Mwy no serch ar ordderch yw.

	
	



	
	Serch Ifor a glodforais,

	
	



	16
	Nid fal serch anwydful Sais,

	
	



	
	Ac nid af, perffeithiaf pôr,

	
	



	
	Os eirch ef, o serch Ifor,

	
	



	:
	Nac undydd i drefydd drwg,

	
	



	20
	Nac unnos o Forgannwg.

	
	



	
	Pand digrif yng ngŵydd nifer

	
	



	
	Caru, claernod saethu, clêr?

	
	



	
	   Goludog hebog hybarch,

	
	



	24
	Gŵr ffyrf iawn ei gorff ar farch.

	
	



	
	Gŵr yw o hil goreuwawr,

	
	



	
	Gwiw blaid, helm euraid, hael mawr;

	
	



	
	Cwympwr aer cyflymdaer coeth,

	
	



	28
	Cwmpasddadl walch campusddoeth;

	
	



	
	Carw difarw, Deifr ni oddef,

	
	



	
	Cywir iawn y câi wŷr ef;

	
	



	
	Ufudd a da ei ofeg,

	
	



	32
	Ofer dyn wrth Ifor deg.

	
	



	
	   Mawr anrhydedd a'm deddyw:

	
	



	
	Mi a gaf, o byddaf byw,

	
	



	
	Hely â chŵn, nid haelach iôr,

	
	



	36
	Ac yfed gydag Ifor,

	
	



	
	A saethu rhygeirw sythynt

	
	



	
	A bwrw gweilch i wybr a gwynt,

	
	



	
	A cherddau tafodau teg

	
	



	40
	A solas ym Masaleg;

	
	



	
	Gware ffristiawl a thawlbwrdd

	
	



	
	Yn un gyflwr â'r gŵr gwrdd.

	
	



	
	   O châi neb, cytundeb coeth,

	
	



	44
	Rhagor rhag y llall rhygoeth,

	
	



	
	Rhugl â cherdd y'i anrhegaf,

	
	



	
	Rhagor rhag Ifor a gaf.

	
	



	
	Nid hael wrth gael ei gyfryw,

	
	



	48
	Nid dewr neb; band tëyrn yw?

	
	



	
	Nid af o'i lys, diful iôr,

	
	



	
	Nid ufudd neb ond Ifor. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Dafydd ap Gwilym.net, Basaleg,<https://www.dafyddapgwilym.net/eng/3win.php> [accessed 17 March 2024].
] 




Basaleg is a poem that was written by Dafydd ap Gwilym in the 14th century. It is one of over one hundred and fifty known poems by Dafydd and although it is written as a piece of praise poetry which was very popular at the time, it is very much a love poem too in praise of his patron Ifor Hael. Dafydd  wrote elegies and love poetry influenced by nature and by European courtly love lyrics as well as stories of his exploits, for example Trouble at an Inn. Dafydd was renowned for his use of the cywydd metre which is evident in this poem, and which became popular for use in medieval poetry. In order to examine this work it is important to place it within the context of Welsh poetry at the time. This essay will discuss briefly the life of Dafydd ap Gwilym, the history of Welsh poetry prior and during the writing of Basaleg, its meaning, style and metres used within the poem plus the purpose of this piece of literature and whether it achieved its purpose.
Dafydd ap Gwilym was one of the finest writers in medieval times. He was a contemporary of Geoffrey Chaucer, although there is no evidence that they ever met or even knew of each other’s work.[footnoteRef:2] Born in c.1320, he lived in Wales all his life and possibly never ventured out of the country. He was born into a family of influential noblemen, and he described himself as a member of cler (wandering scholars). He is believed to have spent some time living with his uncle Llewellyn ap Gwilym who was also a poet and master of language and possibly learned some of his craft while there, where there would have been French language influences. Stephens states that his vast vocabulary proves his extensive knowledge of previous Welsh poetry and the use of  French words widely used in England.[footnoteRef:3] It is thought that most of his poems were written in 1340’s and he is believed to have died sometime in 1350’s or 1360’s.[footnoteRef:4] He would have been able to support his living as a professional poet, by travelling throughout Wales between noble houses, composing and reciting poetry which may have been accompanied by a harp. He was adept at combining two literary traditions of the earlier Bardic poetry and Anglo-Norman verse.[footnoteRef:5] Amongst his patrons were the Dean of Bangor, Newborough of Anglesey and Ifor ap llywelyn from Basaleg in Dafydd about whom this poem and six others were written. Dafydd had many contemporaries including Madog Benfras and Grufford Gryg amongst others. There is evidence that they knew each other and wrote friendly banter with tongue in cheek eulogies aimed at each other although exchanges between Gryg and Daffyd may have been more serious.[footnoteRef:6] Dafydd wrote many of his poems using nature and love especially courtly love as subjects. He was renown for making himself the subject of his poems with much self-depreciation and humour which made his poetry so popular.  [2:  Douglas Gray, The Oxford Companion To Chaucer, Dafydd  ap Gwilym (2005)  https://www-oxfordreference-com-ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/10.1093/acref/9780198117650.001.0001/acref-9780198117650-e-496 [accessed 17 March 2024].]  [3:  Meic Stephens, The Oxford Companion To The Literature Of Wales, (Great Britain: The Chaucer Press, 1986), p.120.]  [4:  Sir Thomas Parry, Dictionary Of Welsh Biography, Dafydd ap Gwilym (1952), https://www.biography.wales/article/arc_s-DAFY-APG-1340 [accessed 17 March 2024].]  [5:  Christopher A. Snyder, The Britons(2003), https://www.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/book/10.1002/9780470758366 2008  p. 270, [accessed 17 March 2024].]  [6:  Parry, Dictionary Of Welsh Biography, p.1.] 

The style of writing that Dafydd used and was believed to have developed and popularised, was the cywydd metre which became popular in the period of c.1330 and 1450.[footnoteRef:7] It consists of seven syllable lines of rhyming couplets with the last stressed syllable of one line rhyming with an unstressed syllable of the next. It also required further ornamentation within the line called cynghanedd. [footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Ibid, p.1.]  [8:  Britannica, Cywydd, Welsh Poetry (2008)< https://www.britannica.com/art/cywydd> [accessed 17 March 2024].] 

During the 12th and 13th centuries, poetry was traditionally composed and spoken by poets who were attached to courts of the many regions throughout Wales. These were known as the ‘Poets of the Princes’ and they composed much poetry in the form of eulogies and elegies using strict metrical rules, usually being sung or spoken on ceremonial occasions.[footnoteRef:9] After the implementation of the Statute of Rhuddlan in 1284, when Wales lost its independence from England, the regions were no longer ruled by princes but by nobles. The poets therefore lost their social court status and became ‘Poets of the Gentry’, requiring them to be more mobile and travel between large houses because the nobles could not employ them on a permanent basis. They were however distinguishable from minstrels as they would have received strict training in the craft of poetry. By 14th century, the relationship between poet and patron was more informal and they had much more equality in their social standing.[footnoteRef:10] In the 14th century, traditional eulogies were still much in demand among patrons, but they wanted more sophisticated entertainment than that which the awdl and englyn styles of poetry could offer. They wanted less formal and more varied forms of poetry and the cywydd metre seemed to be able to allow for this.   [9:  Dafydd Johnston, Moodle, Dafydd ap Gwilym,https://www.moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3997&section=5 [accessed 17 March 2024).]  [10:  Dafydd Johnston, The Literature of Wales, (Wales : University of Wales,1996), p.33-34.] 

The method of transmission of poetry and prose in medieval times was oral, therefore the importance of correct recital was significant in the preservation of the poetry in its original state. Very often the poems were memorised by a professional reciter or by the poets themselves. Some lines may have been lost or line order changed from the original which was evidence of the oral tradition. There were nearly a hundred years between the time of composition of Dafydd’s poetry to the earliest written texts of his poetry in the middle of 15th century.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Dafydd Johnston,’ Dafydd Ap Gwilym And Oral Tradition’, Studia Celtica,37.1, p143-161,(p.143-4),Dafydd ap Gwilym and Oral Tradition: Ingenta Connect (uwtsd.ac.uk), [accessed 17 March 2024].] 

Basaleg is a poem written in the form of praise poetry with much reference to love too. It was addressed to Ifor ap Llewellyn named by Dafydd as Ifor Hael (the generous) for whom he composed seven poems and who is thought to be the most famous patron in Welsh literature.  Dafydd made a great contribution to the praise tradition by adapting European style love poetry to produce his eulogies and he is thought to be the first poet to use the cywydd metre (cywyddau plural) in this context although he also had great knowledge of the more traditional metre of englyn which he still used in some of his praise poetry. This method of writing, although it may not have been appreciated by a more traditional patron in the early days, became popular in Wales and was used by many other poets who wanted to write poetry in praise of someone they admired. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Huw Edwards, Dafydd ap Gwilym.net ,The Literary Context(2024),p.5 https://www.dafyddapgwilym.net/essays/cyddestun_context/index_eng.php [accessed 17 March 2024].] 

The poem Basaleg is fifty lines long, written as a series of rhyming couplets, with each line containing seven syllables and demonstrating common themes often used by Dafydd, including nature and more especially of love. The use of birds and animals as imagery were new to Welsh poetry but used widely in this and other poems by Dafydd for example The Owl and The Woodcock.[footnoteRef:13]  The central theme is his love of Ifor. He begins the poem using references to nature (lines 1,2) , stating that he cannot leave Glamorgan to go to Gwynedd even though he is loved there, as he is courting someone in the South. This person is not a woman, but Ifor who he loves. He uses animals as metaphors to describe him, comparing him to a hawk, a falcon and stag, (lines 23,28,29),all considered to be noble beasts and then explains how modest, true and well spoken he is. Dafydd delights in the fact that he is allowed to hunt and drink with Ifor as well as listening to poetry and playing board games as an equal. He finishes by saying that he would write for someone else but no-one is as brave or generous as Ifon, even questioning why he is not king and therefore he will not leave his court.  This poem speaks much of love and could be described as love poetry but there is nothing to imply it is anything other than a platonic relationship with a big emphasis on their friendship although it is on a par with love for a woman. At the beginning of the poem, he is instructing a messenger to take the news that he loves someone else, to Mon (Anglesey) showing similarities to the use of a love messenger in other love poems for example The Gull. Mention of Soloman’s psalm (love poems from the Old Testament} in line nine also gives reference to love poetry. [13:   Stephens, The Oxford Companion, p.119.] 

As has been stated, the metre used by Dafydd , was known as cywyddau which allowed for more flexibility of a poem, making the rhymes lighter thus it was especially suited to his type of poetry which was often self-depreciating and amusing.[footnoteRef:14] With the compulsory ornamentation of cynghanedd in each line (the sound arrangement in one line using stress, alliteration and rhyme),this style  avoided monotony on recital although this cannot be adequately demonstrated on written translations of the verse. Despite the appearance of being very restrictive in the composition of poetry, this would not have been the case in skilled hands.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Johnston, Literature Of Wales, p.34.]  [15:  Ibid p.36.] 

 The four main types of cynghanedd are demonstrated throughout the poem: 
Cynghanedd lusg- rhyme with penultimate syllable: line12-Nid serch ar finrhasglferch fain
Cynghanedd draws- consonants at beginning/ end of line correspond: line 11 Nid salw na cham fy namwain,
	
	


Cynghanedd groes- correspondence between two halves of sentence: line 4. I Wynedd, heilfedd hwylfa,
Cynghanedd sain- rhyme and alliteration combination: line 47-Nid hael wrth gael el gyfryw.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Moodle, Introduction To Celtic Literature, Dafydd ap Gwilym [video], https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/222195/mod_resource/content/1/Dafydd%20ap%20Gwilym.pdf [accessed 17 March 2024].] 

There are many examples of alliteration throughout the poem, within the same lines and at the beginning of the two lines of the rhyming couplets. There are a few examples of Anaphora(the same word being used at the beginning of lines) This is meant to give emphasis to the words, thus making the poem easier to remember.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Wikipedia,https://www.en.m.wikipedia.org/anaphora [accessed 17 March 2024].] 

The purpose of this poem was for Dafydd to pay tribute to his patron Ifon. It is very obvious from the words, that he held his patron with deep respect having also written six other poems about him, for example Ode to Ifor Hael and Praise of Ifor Hael.[footnoteRef:18] Basaleg is probably the poem that expresses his love and deep friendship the most along with Elegy for Ifor and Nest which clearly demonstrates his sadness at Ifor and his wife’s deaths. The fact that he was commissioned to write so many poems would have meant that the respect was mutual. Another purpose of this and his other poems would have been to demonstrate his skill in use of the ‘new’ cywydd mitre with generous use of cynghanedd throughout the work. Dafydd was credited with pioneering this style and his popular works along with his ‘strong poetic personality’[footnoteRef:19] were the reason behind the spread of its popularity in Welsh literature.[footnoteRef:20] [18:   Huw Edwards,  Dafydd ap Gwilym.net , The Poems, https://www.dafyddapgwilym.net/eng/3win.php [accessed 17 March 2024].]  [19:   Edwards, The Literary Context, p.20.]  [20:  Johnston, The Literature Of Wales, p.36.] 

This form of metre poetry became much stricter a hundred years after Dafydd ap Gwilym’s death, but it lasted until the 16thcentury when the last traditionalist, William Llyn died in 1580. It had become less popular due to the decline of bardic tradition as a result of the anglicization of the gentry resulting in fewer patrons. But although there was a reduction in this type of traditional poetry, it still lives on and has remained an inspiration to Welsh writers to the present day. [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Johnston, Moodle, Dafydd ap Gwilym.] 

As can be seen, Dafydd ap Gwilym was a very adept medieval poet who wrote many poems and was able to demonstrate very skilfully the art of writing love poetry and praise poetry using the newly pioneered cywydd metre incorporating cynghanedd. His popular style of writing is probably the reason why the number of his surviving poems far outnumber those of his contemporaries.  
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