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What is folk culture?

What is culture? In reference to the word in Welsh, diwylliant, Sir Ifor Williams gave the following interpretation (his words have been translated), ‘there was no –t previously in the Welsh word gwyllt (meaning wild, untamed), and it was pronounced gwyll. In the primitive age the verb noun diwyllio was used in the context of cultivating land, to diwylltio it, to change it from being a wilderness to being arable land, suitable for producing the best crops. To this purpose, it was necessary to have suitable tools to cut down the forest, uproot the trees, clean the soil and sow good seeds instead of mixed weed. An axe, pick, spade and plough were needed, and then the selected seeds. It is from this early use of the word that the figurative meaning developed and one began to speak about ‘diwyllio’ (cultivating) a man or a nation, uprooting from the wild those things that belonged to animals and barbarians, and adapting it to bear fruit worthy of a civilized soul, living and thinking in a way that is superior to that of a beast or an uncivilized man.’

The term folk culture is usually used for that part of any culture which is handed down to the next generation, or transferred from person to person, orally, or when one copies it from another as a tradition, or a custom within society. Until recently those collecting examples of folk culture dismissed anything which was conveyed only in print, or through the media, or through any other official order or commercial system. 

Following from this interpretation Waldo Williams’ poems, shared with us through the volume Dail Pren, would not be part of folklore since they are only to be found in official volumes, officially published by a press. But Hen Benillion, T. H. Parry-Williams’ published anthology of old traditional stanzas which used to be sung to harp accompaniment, is still considered part of folklore. These penillion had been circulated orally for generations prior to being formally published. 

In the world of television, those programmes formally scripted and produced by professional people are not considered part of folk culture. But if the media filmed a custom which had been transferred from one person to another within that society it would be classed as folk culture, for example if the BBC was to broadcast a plygain service (a particular type of carol service which includes traditional Welsh carols), it would be accepted as an example of folk culture. Yet, if a character from the popular soap opera Pobol y Cwm were to become a people’s hero, the ‘official’ programme could become part of popular culture.

Some definitions

Fe gynnwys diwylliant [gwerin], yn holl ystyr y gair, holl fywyd dyn, ei ffordd o fyw, amgylchiadau ei fywyd, ei gartref, ei offer, ei gelfi, ei arferion cymdeithasol, ei ddeddfau, ei grefydd, ei syniadau, ei sefydliadau, ei addysg, ei grefftau, ei gelfyddyd – y cwbl o’r amrywiol egnïon sydd mewn bywyd, a’r rheini oll yn dangos graddau ei ddatblygiad o lefel anifail y maes … Diwylliant cyfan y bobl oll, y gymdeithas neu’r genedl gyfan, yw Diwylliant Gwerin yn hytrach nag agwedd arbennig ar ddiwylliant rhai Cymry neu Saeson. Ffordd yr holl Gymry o fyw – dyna’n fyr ystyr diwylliant gwerin i ni.

[Folk] culture, in its full meaning, includes all of man’s life, his way of living, his circumstances, his home, his tools, his furniture, his social customs, his rituals, his religion, his ideas, his institutions, his education, his crafts, his art – all the various drives of life, and all demonstrating the extent of his development from the level of an animal in the field … Folk Culture is the whole culture of all the people, of the whole society or nation, rather than a specific aspect of some Welsh or English people. The way of life of all the Welsh people – that in short is folk culture to us.

Iorwerth C. Peate, Diwylliant Gwerin Cymru (Dinbych, 1998), pp. 1–2

*

Folklore comprises the unrecorded traditions of a people; it includes both the form and content of these traditions and their manner of communication from person to person. The study of folklore (or ‘folkloristics’) records and attempts to analyze these traditions (both content and process) so as to reveal the common life of the human mind apart from what is contained in the formal records of culture that compose the heritage of a people.

Jan Harold Brunvand, The Study of American Folklore – an Introduction (New York / London, 1968), p. 3

*

A rich area of folklore is the folklore of children. With time they develop and move through different phases of growth. Each period in a child’s life has its own customs and traditions, and these tend to vary from one era to another and from one generation to another. It is not the same games, of necessity, which appeal to children in the twenty-first century as those which entertained children in centuries gone by. Children can be extremely conservative in their customs and habits, and to them there can be a correct way of playing a game, and an incorrect way. When reading a story from a book to a young child, it may be necessary to keep to the exact wording of the original text and not try to rush the process by abbreviating the story in any way.

To every child, school days are full of occasions, buildings, teachers and carers which are associated with their education and safety. Verses are composed to commemorate these events and people, sometimes in their praise, sometimes in condemnation. Nicknames of teachers (and children) are part of folklore, as are the verses composed to immortalize them. A rich tradition of folklore is produced on college campuses, including verses which commemorate the antics of students in the Inter-Collegiate Eisteddfod, in national eisteddfods and in concerts, not to mention on campus and in lectures.

*

Because of its volume it is useful to separate folk culture into categories. This can be done in various ways, but one way of dividing the various materials is as follows:

1. oral material, for example dialects, how places acquired their names (such as Tâl Ebolion), proverbs, witticisms and jokes, hen benillion (traditional verses), folk tales, folk songs, ballads, and all the music associated with them

2. folk customs, for example different types of beliefs, superstitions, festivals and fairs, folk dances, folk dramas, traditional gestures such as raising a thumb, and folk sports

3. materials and handicraft (material culture), for example vernacular architecture, crafts, folk art, dress, and food
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 [1] Oral Materials

What is a folk song?

There are many definitions of a folk song. Emrys Cleaver, a pillar of the Welsh folk song world, discussed it thus:

Mae’r gân werin, o ran ei chyflwyno a’i chanu, ar ei phen ei hun. I ddechrau, nid cân ar gopi oedd hi o gwbl, ond cân ar lafar, yntê? Nid cân wedi’i sgrifennu i lawr yn ofalus gan ryw un cyfansoddwr medrus, ond cân werinol wedi’i throsglwyddo i lawr o enau i enau, o gof i gof, o genhedlaeth i genhedlaeth, ac wedi’i chanu a’i chanu a’i newid a’i newid – ei newid er gwaeth, ambell dro, ond mae yna eraill, wrth gwrs, sydd wedi’u gwella. A dyma hanes y goreuon: wedi tyfu, wedi datblygu, wedi’u perffeithio, erbyn hyn, yn emau bach, yn berffaith gwbl.

The folk song, as regards presenting and singing it, stands apart. To begin with, it wasn’t a song on paper at all, but an oral song, wasn’t it? It wasn’t a song which had been written down carefully by an accomplished composer, but a song of the people, handed down orally, from one memory to another, from one generation to another, and sung and sung and changed and changed – changed for the worse, sometimes, but there are others, of course, which have been improved. And that is the story of the best ones: they have grown, developed, been perfected, and by now they are little gems, completely perfect.

W. Emrys Cleaver, ‘Canu a Chyflwyno’r Alaw Werin’, Canu Gwerin, 3 (1980), 6

The prerequisites of the folk song have also been discussed in England by many people who were eager to define their collecting policy, among them Cecil J. Sharp:

The solution of the mystery of the origin of the folk song is to be found not by seeking for an original – that is a vain quest – but by examining the method by which it has been preserved and handed down from one generation to another. In other words, the method of oral transmission is not merely one by which the folk song lives; it is a process by which it grows and by which it is created.

Cecil J. Sharp, English Folk Song: Some Conclusions (London, 1965), p. 12

Today there are many opinions as to what constitutes a folk song. On the one hand, some believe that any performance of a vernacular nuance, any singing which is informal and rather slapdash, means that the song being sung is a folk song. On the other hand, some consult strict rules before deciding that a song is a folk song. But it is generally true to say that an unit of words and melody needs to circulate orally, and to have variants, in order to be a folk song. It may be rooted in sophisticated music, or it may have arisen from the anonymous culture, but it must have variants which derive from the regular singing of that song within a specific community.

A folk song is different from an art song because it is more flexible. The art song (for example ‘Ynys y Plant’ (The Children’s Island), the music by E. T. Davies and the words by Elfed Lewis and translated into English by G. M. Probert) requires a special technique when singing, and a particular vocal technique. The vocalist must follow the dynamics suggested by the composer, exactly as marked on the copy. But a folk song leaves the interpretation to the individual singer – he has every right to put his own unique stamp on the interpretation.

It could be argued that popular songs are songs published by a press and recorded: they are composed by professional composers, many of them business people rather than artistic individuals. Singers are expected to perform these songs (which are more or less under copyright) as they were noted on paper, and they are expected to pay royalties for using them. These therefore are not folk songs.

The work of collecting traditional penillion (stanzas) and folk songs was done voluntarily by a great many friends of folk culture. Authoritative collections of old and everyday penillion are to be found in the volumes of T. H. Parry-Williams and Tegwyn Jones (see the Bibliography below). Hen benillion was defined in the The New Companion to the Literature of Wales (ed. Meic Stephens, p. 312) as follows:

(lit. ‘Old stanzas’), traditional verses preserved orally and sung to harp accompaniment, sometimes occur as a short chain of related stanzas, but usually consist of a single brief stanza in free metre. While echoing the literary conventions of more formal verse, their artistry is less conscious and their language more homely. Like the englyn, they rely for their effect on pithiness and vivid imagery. The products of a rural society, often local in their original appeal but sometimes achieving a wider currency, the best of them are quoted for their philosophical content as if they were proverbs or verses from the Bible.

The folk songs of Wales were collected mainly by women in the early years. Among them were Mary Davies, Dora Herbert Jones, Annie Ellis, and Jennie Williams. Also leading the way was Dr J. Lloyd Williams. The decision was soon made to establish Cymdeithas Alawon Gwerin Cymru – the Welsh Folk-Song Society in order to safeguard and perform the traditional songs of Wales.
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Ballads

A ballad is a song narrating a popular story in short stanzas. The best ballads have a striking potency and charm, and it is only by hearing them being performed by balladeers singing them in the traditional way that one can appreciate them fully. It would be very difficult to overemphasise the importance of the ballad in Wales during the nineteenth century – as a means of spreading news, and as popular entertainment.

It is a song with a tale to tell, sung to one of the popular melodies of the day, and would often relate a terrifying, fearful story. Tales of disaster were warmly welcomed by the audience. Murders were also high on the ballad-singer’s list, as were stories concerning shipwrecks, and industrial disasters. 

Deallai’r baledwyr chwaeth eu cynulleidfa i’r dim, a phorthent y dorf â’r hyn yr oedd yn dda gan eu calon ei glywed. 

The ballad-writers understood their audience’s taste to perfection, and indulged the crowd with what it loved to hear.

Rhiannon Ifans, Awstralia, Gwlad yr Aur: Teithiau i Awstralia drwy lygad y baledwyr Cymraeg (Aberystwyth, 2008), p. 62

Having aquired a gripping story, the ballad-writers would race to have it printed in pamphlet form, and would then take those pamphlets by the bundle to sell – in fairs and on village squares all over the country. In conversation with the ballad-writer Hugh Roberts ‘Pererin Môn’ (the Pilgrim of Anglesey) this is the information gleaned by D. Rhys Phillips:

Yn ystod y sgwrs a fu rhyngddynt, dywedodd y Pererin mai yng Nghastell-nedd y digwyddai fod un tro pan glywodd am ddamwain yng ngwaith glo’r Garnant yng Nghwm Aman (Ionawr 1884 fyddai hynny – tsiaen y caets yn torri a 10 o lowyr yn cael eu hyrddio i’r gwaelod ac i’w marwolaeth), ac er ei fod yn wlyb at ei groen y noson honno ar ôl diwrnod o ganu a gwerthu baledi yn yr awyr agored – a mis Ionawr oedd hi – aeth ati ar unwaith wrth olau cannwyll ddimai i lunio baled am y digwyddiad, gan ddefnyddio’r ychydig wybodaeth a gawsai amdano, a chan fwriadu mynd â hi’n blygeiniol drannoeth i’w hargraffu at Ebenezer Rees, yr argraffydd o Ystalyfera. Ond ar ei ffordd yno, clywodd fod Ebenezer Rees ei hun, a bardd lleol arall, Isaac o’r Felin, plwyf Llangiwg, ill dau wedi cyfansoddi cerddi am yr un digwyddiad, ac yn wyneb y fath gystadleuaeth, penderfynodd chwilio am argraffydd arall. Aeth ef a’i wraig, a fyddai’n teithio gydag ef, ac yn gwerthu ei faledi ar ei ran, drwy Flaendulais i Aberdâr, a chael argraffu ei faled yno yng ngwasg Lloyd a’i Fab, a’r noson honno, er bod y Pererin yn ganwr o fath ei hun, canwyd y faled newydd ar sgwâr Aberdâr gan ddau löwr, Twm Job a Thwm Hwmffre, y ddau’n meddu ar leisiau cyfoethog, a llwyddodd y baledwr a’i wraig – yn ôl ei dystiolaeth ei hun yng nghlyw D. Rhys Phillips – werthu dwy fil o gopïau cyn noswylio. Un copi’n unig ohoni a oroesodd a hynny yng nghasgliad y Llyfrgell Genedlaethol. Nid oes enw argraffydd wrthi, sy’n awgrymu naill ai bod Lloyd a’i Fab, Aberdâr, wedi hepgor eu hargraffnod wrth ei hargraffu, neu i’r Pererin gael cyflenwad pellach ohoni gan argraffydd arall.

During the conversation between them, the Pererin (Pilgrim) said that he once happened to be in Neath when he heard about an accident in the coal mine of Garnant in the Aman Valley (this would have been in January 1884 – the chain of the cage snapped and 10 miners were hurled to the bottom and to their deaths), and even though he was wet through to his skin that night after a day of singing and selling ballads in the open air – and it was January – he went at it straight away by candlelight to compose a ballad about the tragedy using the little information he had received, and intending to take it very early next day to be printed by Ebenezer Rees, the printer from Ystalyfera. But on his way there, he heard that Ebenezer Rees himself, and another local poet, Isaac o’r Felin (from the Mill), in the parish of Llangiwg, had both composed poems about the same event, and in the face of such competition, he decided to look for another printer. He and his wife, who travelled with him and sold the ballads on his behalf, travelled through Blaendulais to Aberdare, and he had his ballad printed there in the printing press of Lloyd a’i Fab (Lloyd and Son), and that night, even though the Pererin was a singer of sorts himself, the new ballad was sung on Aberdare Square by two miners, Twm Job and Twm Hwmffre, who both had rich voices, and the balladeer and his wife – according to his own evidence and that in the prescence of D. Rhys Phillips – managed to sell two thousand copies before retiring that night. Only one copy has survived and that is held in the collection of the National Library. There is no printer’s name on it, which suggests either that Lloyd a’i Fab, Aberdare, had omitted the printer’s mark when printing, or that the Pererin had had a further supply printed by another printer.
Tegwyn Jones, ‘Y baledi a damweiniau glofaol’, Canu Gwerin, 21 (1998), 9–10

Many balladsheets and pamphlets have survived, and are held in the collections of the National Library of Wales, and in other libraries.

Most of the ballads were composed on frequently-sung melodies, even though most of them were English tunes, for example ‘Charity Mistress’, ‘Heart of Oak’ and ‘Greece and Troy’. Many were also sung on Welsh measures, for example Triban and Tri Thrawiad (with its internal rhymes and cynghanedd in the second and fourth line), and indeed ballads sung on any measure would often be adorned with lines of cynghanedd. 

Welsh ballads from the sixteenth century onwards have been preserved, for example the Protestant clergyman ‘Sir’ Thomas Jones of Llandeilo Bertholau in Monmouthshire sang two ballads in the year 1588, one on ‘y waredigaeth a gadd y Brytaniaid o law y Sbaeniaid’ (‘the deliverance of the Britons from the hand of the Spaniards’, at the defeat of the Spanish Armada), and the other ‘i ddiolch am gael yr Ysgrythur Lân yn Gymraeg gan y Doctor William Morgan’ (in thanks for the Holy Scripture in Welsh by Doctor William Morgan). During the seventeenth century Huw Morys and Edward Morris were the most prominent ballad-writers. During the eighteenth century the ballad flourished in north-east Wales. Elis Roberts ‘Elis y Cowper’(Elis the Cooper), Huw Jones from Llangwm, Dafydd Jones from Trefriw, and Thomas Edwards ‘Twm o’r Nant’ sang powerful ballads on contemporary issues. In the nineteenth century the ballad thrived in the industrial areas of the South, and among the principal ballad-writers of the period were Dafydd Jones ‘Dewi Dywyll’, Ywain Meirion from Y Bala, Richard Williams ‘Dic Dywyll’, and Levi Gibbon.

Ywain Meirion was a well-known ballad-singer in fairs all over Wales and that partly because of his comical appearance:

Gŵr tal, teneu, gwyneb-lwyd, oedd efe … Gwisgai goat laes o felfet melyn gyda labedi hirion, a phocedi fel dwy sach yn eu hochrau; gwasgod hefyd o felfet melyn, a chadach India am ei wddf, a chlos pen glin o gord rhesog, gyda chetars o’r un defnydd, ac yn botymu yn daclus am dopiau par o esgidiau cryfion. Yr oedd ei het yn dolciog, ac yn debyg i hen het silc wedi bod mewn brwydrau lawer, a llinyn neu ddau o amgylch ei choryn, a rhes o gerddi o dan y ddau linyn, wedi eu sicrhau yn ofalus rhag i’r gwynt eu dwyn. Ac yn ei law byddai ffon hir gyda bagl fawr ar ei phen, a phan yn canu yn y ffair, gosodai y ffon o’i flaen yn gyffelyb i’r Datgeiniaid Penpasdwn gynt, a phwysai ei ddwy law ar fagl ei ffon; yn y llaw chwith, byddai ganddo swp o gerddi, ac yn ei law dde byddai ganddo un gerdd, a phan yn canu, byddai yn estyn y gerdd hono oddi ar y ffon, tua chyfeiriad y gwrandawyr, fel i ofyn iddynt ei phrynu.

He was a tall, thin, pale-faced man ... He wore a morning coat of yellow velvet with long coat-tails and pockets like two sacks at their sides; a waistcoat also of yellow velvet, and an India kerchief about this neck, and kneebreeches made of ribbed cord, with gaiters of the same material, neatly buttoned round the tops of a pair of strong shoes. His hat was dented, and like an old silk hat that had been in many a battle, with a string or two around its crown, and a row of songs under the two strings, carefully secured lest the wind take them. And in his hand he held a long staff with a large crook at one end, and when he sang at the fair he would set the staff before him, like the lowly ‘stick-end declaimers’ of former days who beat time with their staff as they sang, and lean his two hands on his crook; in his left hand, he would have a bundle of songs, and in his right he would have one song, and when singing he would hold out that song to the listeners, taking his hand off the staff, as if asking them to buy the song.

Robert Griffith in Deuddeg o Feirdd y Berwyn (Liverpool, 1910), p. 110
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Valentine Songs

St Valentine’s Day is celebrated on 14 February. But who is this saint who gave his name to the celebration day of lovers?

The Roman Martyrology, an official calendar or catalogue of martyrs and saints in order of their feast day, commemorates two Valentinus on 14 February, both martyred. One was a priest in Rome, martyred during the persecution of Emperor Claudius II; the second was bishop of Terni, about sixty miles from the capital, and there is evidence of his death in the Martyrology of Jerome. In their present form there is no historical foundation to either of these chronicles, and should technically perhaps be listed with the legendary rather than with the historical. Yet it is possible that there is a historical basis for both records, and that these are different developments of one original account, that is, they are two slightly different accounts of the martyrdom of one saint. As the New Catholic Encyclopaedia notes:

Whether there were actually one or two Valentines is disputed. O. Marucchi held for two. H. Delehaye felt that Valentine of Terni may have been brought to Rome for execution and that two cults, one at Rome, another at Terni, sprang up to the same martyr.

New Catholic Encyclopaedia, xiv (1967), p. 517

It has been suggested that the tradition of giving gifts to sweethearts in the middle of February is rooted in the Lupercalia celebrated on 15 February. With the Roman conquest the Lupercalia was transported to Britain, and when the Romans returned to their own country early in the fifth century they left a great deal of their traditions behind. 

The ritualism was administered by priests called Luperci.

It began with the sacrifice by the Luperci of goats and a dog, after which two of the Luperci were led to the altar, their foreheads were touched by a bloody knife and the blood wiped off with wool dipped in milk; then the ritual required that the two young men laugh. The sacrificial feast followed, after which the Luperci cut thongs from the skins of the victims and ran in two bands around the walls of the old Palatine city. A blow from the thong was supposed to cure sterility. The celebration of the festival went on until A.D. 494, when it was changed by Pope Gelasius I into the feast of the Purification.

Encyclopaedia Britannica, xiv, p. 432

As the Lupercalia was so popular, the Church found it almost impossible to eradicate. A compromise was reached by combining the celebration with the Valentine Feast Day and thus moderating much of its effect. The custom of throwing the names of the beautiful girls of Rome into a love urn was kept however; these names would be drawn by young men to be their sweetheart for the day, if not for the year. 

One of the earliest Welsh Valentine poems is a cywydd (a strict-metre measure) of eighty eight lines by Edward Morris, written on behalf of David Davies to ask Mrs Margaret Wynne to be his valentine – she was a neighbour of his in Cwm Main, south of Cerrigydrudion in the former Merionethshire. The Valentine in this case was a person, even though the word is synonymous with a gift in another poem by Edward Morris. The cywydd explains how the ritual of ‘tynnu Falentein’ (to draw a Valentine) was sustained in Wales in the seventeenth century. In the poem there is a parenthesis woven into the cywydd which notes the date of the activity – pedwerydd dydd ar ddeg o Chwefror ‘fourteenth day of February’:

Y pedwerydd dydd, diau

Wir adde’ clod, ar ddeg clau

O Chwefror oedd a chyfri,

Ddwyn mawr ddaioni i mi. (lines 45–8)

[It was the fourteenth day of February … that brought me great goodness.]

It is noted in line 57 that a paper was drawn from an urn, and on it, after line 63, would appear the name of the lady who should be addressed as his valentine. He pronounces himself so happy with his piece of paper that he wishes to gild it with molten gold (lines 60–1). Having the company of this lady is better in his view than a crown. It is understood from the cywydd that the custom expects the man to adorn himself with a ribbon as a sign that he is bound to another – to his girlfriend. Since that girl was a married lady, it is possible that the lover’s role would need to respect the rituals of amour courtois.

Over the border in England, Samuel Pepys gives evidence of the same practice. On 1 January 1660 Pepys began to keep a diary and he recorded in it unfalteringly until the last day of May 1669. During those years he noted his experience of the St Valentine’s Day festival, or more often than not, the experiences of his wife. This is his entry for 22 February 1661:

My wife to Sir W. Batten’s, and there sat a while; he having yesterday sent my wife half-a-dozen pair of gloves and a pair of silk stockings and garters, for her Valentine.

Diary and Correspondence of Samuel Pepys, F.R.S., ed. Richard, Lord Braybrooke (London, 1906), volume i, 166. Pepys’ diary was held in Magdalene College, Cambridge, until 1825 when the diary’s original cipher (a kind of short-hand) was deciphered by John Smith and later edited by Lord Braybrooke.

In England the term Valentines was synonymous with gifts, in this case six pairs of gloves, and a pair of silk stockings and garters. More than a week had gone by before Mrs Pepys received those gifts even though her name had been drawn on the fourteenth. It becomes obvious from the diary that the gifts were not necessarily presented on the saint’s day, and that the extravagant gift which Mrs Pepys had received was a repayment of the gift Samuel Pepys had given to his valentine, the daughter of Sir W. Batten, on the eighteenth of the month.

In Wales a popular custom from the seventeenth century onwards was the giving of a love-spoon by young men to their sweethearts – not only in February but throughout the year, and this is the most renowned token of Welsh love. The custom had come to an end by the nineteenth century, even though craftsmen still carve love-spoons today for the romantic young men of Wales, but more often perhaps for the tourist industry.

As regards the St Valentine’s Day poetry, it had many interesting features. During the eighteenth century the name of the partner was intertwined in the verses. Dafydd Jones from Trefriw crafted a verse which works a melodic sentence aroung the girl’s Christian name, Jane, and another melodious sentence around her surname, Foulk. He delights in the pleasure of being able to ‘[g]wisgo’r naw llythyren gain’ (wear the nine beautiful letters) which form the name of his sweetheart.

J ac A, heulwen ha’, hoyw wên serchog,

Yw f’angyles enwog, E ac N, walches wen

A ga’ dros ben hawddgarwch byd.

F ac O, drefnus dro, drwyadl ei ’madroddion,

Lana’ erioed a welson’, U, L, K, vowels da,

Galonnog o’r lawena’ i gyd.

[J and A, summer sunshine, elegant affectionate smile,

Is my famous angel, E and N, noble lady,

The one I will take over and above the world’s loveliness.

F and O, in their correct order, eloquent her phrases,

The fairest that we ever saw, U, L, K, good vowels,

The most sincere of all the delightful women.]

Quoted in Rhiannon Ifans, Canu Ffolant ([Aberystwyth], 1996), poem 8 (lines 1–6)

During the nineteenth century, with the arrival of the postal system, a resentful and spiteful verse could be sent to whoever had disappointed a prospective lover during the year. Many verses were extravagantly scornful and could wound the hardiest soul. With the advent of publishing valentine cards, not only could one send an unloving stanza, but also a disagreeable picture to accompany it.

By the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, the tradition of sending valentine cards with verses and messages was in decline. It did not come to an end completely, but it was lacklustre enough for many decades. There was a revival during the 1960s, and in spite of a valiant effort by Welsh nationalists and other supporters of the language, the celebrations of Dwynwen, the saint of Welsh lovers whose festival day is celebrated on 25 January, have failed to sweep to one side the celebrations of St Valentine’s Day. 
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Folk tales

This is an enormous and complex branch of folklore, and one which includes tales, stories, traditions, narratives, anecdotes and myths which have been passed on orally at first, but now chronicled in manuscripts, volumes, and newspapers as well as by contemporary electronic means.

Myths and tales differ on many accounts. A myth has been defined by William Bascom in Journal of American Folklore, 78 (1965) as something which is considered sacred, is located in the distant past, or in another world, or in an earlier world than the present world, and the characters of a myth are either gods, goddesses, or animals. A tale can be religious or secular; it is in the historical past, and the main characters of the story are people even though they may have the characteristics of ancient gods and goddesses. It is not always clear to which category a story belongs.

Myths are to be found in every culture around the world, and it is possible to identify in them recurring themes, for example the theme of the hero rescuing his people from disaster, or themes regarding the world’s topography. One of the most comprehensive works which shows the wide variety of motifs to be seen in folk tales is the Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-Literature (1955–8). A motif is a single or recurring image in a story, or a distinctive or dominant theme in a work of art. It can be an object, for example a sword or a wand, or a wondrous animal such as a boar which talks, or an action such as putting someone on trial; it can be a character, for example a giant or a fairy, and it can be a stock character such as a Miser or Fool; there can even be a repetitive element to the story, for example formulaic, ritualistic numbers. This Motif-Index places the world’s traditional narrative motifs in order, and offers examples and cross-references.

Some examples of motifs in Welsh folk tales is the motif of the Closed Door in the tale of ‘Branwen daughter of Llŷr’, and the motifs Merch y Cawr (the Daughter of the Giant) (or Chwech yn mynd drwy’r Byd / Six Traverse through the World) and the Llysfam Eiddigeddus (Jealous Stepmother) in the tale of ‘Culhwch and Olwen’. Culhwch declares:

‘Uy llysuam ry dygvys im na chaffwyf wreic byth hyt pan gaffwyf Olwen merch Yspadaden Penkawr’ (‘Fy llysfam sydd wedi tyngu na chaf wraig fyth hyd nes y caf Olwen ferch Ysbaddaden Bencawr / My stepmother has sworn that I will never have a wife until I have Olwen the daughter of the Giant Ysbaddaden Bencawr.’

Dafydd and Rhiannon Ifans, Y Mabinogion (Llandysul, 1995), p. 90

The stepmother invokes this fate on Culhwch because he refused to marry her daughter. This is the international motif of the Jealous Stepmother, here combined ingeniously with the theme Daughter of the Giant since Olwen is the daughter of the Giant Ysbaddaden Bencawr. Culhwch’s stepmother is not named; it is only stated that she was the wife of King Doged before marrying Celyddon, Culhwch’s father. For Culhwch to marry Olwen, the stepmother believes, would be impossible.
It is known that the cyfarwydd, the story-teller, was an important figure in the medieval Welsh courts. He would know and remember hundreds of stories and it was his responsibility to narrate them for entertainment, in order to preserve the memory of Welsh history and heroes, as well as to instruct, and to interpret daily life. In Trioedd Ynys Prydein and Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi there are references to a wealth of folk tales which have since been lost. An example of stories which have been preserved are the two onomastic stories in the tale of ‘Branwen daughter of Llŷr’.

The onomastic story, or the tale explaining names, was a literary technique used regularly in the Middle Ages. In the tale ‘Branwen daughter of Llŷr’ there is an explanation for the name of the commote Talybolion, or Tâl Ebolion (payment of foals), as well as an explanation on the origin of the proverb ‘A fo ben, bid bont’ (He who is head, let him be a bridge). The audience loved a digression such as this from the main storyline and there was great status to such stories – the more, the better. There is a special style to narrating a naming tale, and a formulaic element to the last sentence – a declaration as to its status as a tale which gives a place a name, or explains its meaning:

Ac wrth hynny y dodet ar y kymwt hwnnw o hynny allan, Tal Ebolyon (Ac am hynny y galwyd y cwmwd o hynny allan, Tâl Ebolion/ And for that reason that commote henceforth was called Tâl Ebolion).

Ac yna gyntaf y dywetpwyt y geir hwnnw, ac y diharebir etwa ohonaw (Ac yna y dywedwyd y gair hwnnw gyntaf sy’n ddihareb fyth / And that was the first time those words were said, and it is still used as a proverb).

Explaining Tâl Ebolion

A diolwch a wnaeth ynteu hynny, a diruawr lywenyd a gymerth ynteu o’r achaws hwnnw. A thrannoeth y talwyt y ueirych idaw, tra barhawd meirych dof. Ac odyna y kyrchwyt ac ef kymwt arall, ac y talwyt ebolyon ydaw, yny uu gwbyl idaw y dal. Ac wrth hynny y dodet ar y kymwt hwnnw o hynny allan, Tal Ebolyon.

[modernised version:] A diolchodd yntau am hynny a llawenhaodd yntau’n ddirfawr oherwydd hynny. A thrannoeth fe dalwyd ei feirch iddo tra parhaodd meirch dof. Ac oddi yno fe gyrchodd ef i gwmwd arall a thalwyd iddo ebolion hyd oni fu ei dâl yn gyflawn iddo. Ac am hynny y galwyd y cwmwd o hynny allan, Tâl Ebolion.
And he gave thanks for that and rejoiced greatly because of it. And the next day the horses were paid to him until there were no more tame horses. And from there he went to another commote and he was paid in foals until he was paid in full. And henceforth that commote was called, Tâl Ebolion (payment of foals).

Dafydd and Rhiannon Ifans, Y Mabinogion (Llandysul, 1995), p. 27

Explaining the origin of the proverb ‘A fo ben bid bont’

Bendigeiduran a doeth y’r tir, a llynghes y gyt ac ef, parth a glann yr auon.
‘Arglwyd,’ heb y wyrda, ‘ti a wdost kynnedyf yr auon, ny eill neb uynet drwydi, nyt oes bont arnei hitheu. Mae dy gynghor am bont?’ heb wy.


‘Nit oes,’ heb ynteu, ‘namyn a uo penn bit pont. Mi a uydaf pont,’ heb ef. Ac yna gyntaf y dywetpwyt y geir hwnnw, ac y diharebir etwa ohonaw.


[modernised version:] Daeth Bendigeidfran i’r tir tua glan yr afon a llynges gydag ef. ‘Arglwydd,’ meddai ei wyrda, ‘fe wyddost ti hynodrwydd yr afon; ni all neb fynd drosti, nid oes pont arni hithau. Beth yw dy gyngor am bont?’ meddent hwy.


‘Nid oes ond hyn,’ meddai yntau, ‘sef a fo ben, bid bont. Fe fyddaf i’n bont,’ meddai ef. Ac yna y dywedwyd y gair hwnnw gyntaf sy’n ddihareb fyth.
Bendigeidfran came to land and a fleet with him, near the bank of the river. 

‘Lord,’ said his noblemen, ‘you know the peculiarity of the river: it is not possible for anyone to cross it; and nor is there a bridge over it. What is your advice concerning a bridge?’ they asked.

‘There is but this,’ he replied, ‘whoever would be head, let him be the bridge. I will be the bridge.’ And that was the first time those words were said, and it is still used as a proverb.
Dafydd and Rhiannon Ifans, Y Mabinogion (Llandysul, 1995), p. 32

The meaning of the proverb is, ‘Whoever is leader, let him be a bridge’: the leader, Bendigeidfran, should make the lives of his followers easier and help them to cross the river Llinon by using his own body as a bridge for his followers to walk over him. The message is that a leader should bridge every river, and assist his followers to overcome every obstacle they face, because he is leader, rather than in order to become a leader.
Tales are often narrated to give authentic status to superstition or traditions. Some tales are international, some belong to various areas (for example the tale of ‘Cantre’r Gwaelod’ is located in Bae Ceredigion (Cardigan Bay) but is also heard in other coastal areas), and some are local tales. Stories about miracles are told, such as the bloody yew of Nanhyfer in Pembrokeshire and the red resin which flows from its stem; revelations, answers to prayers – can all be placed in the folk tale category if they are transferred orally and if some of the motifs are traditional.

By the nineteenth century much research had been done into the background of some of these folk tales and stories, and they were categorized – in Europe and in America. In Denmark, Svend Grundtvig had devised a system of categorizing his country’s folk legends, but it was not embraced internationally. It was Kaarle Krohn who saw the need for an index for European folk legends and a student of his, Antti Aarne, created a catalogue under the title Verzeichnis der Märchentypen, a work expanded by Stith Thompson and published in 1928 under the title The Types of the Folktale.

On the basis of their work, it is possible to divide folk tales into four categories:

i. stories about animals

ii. folk tales 

iii. witticisms and anecdotes

iv. formula stories

i) The main characters of the stories in the first category are wild or tame animals which can talk, reason, and act as human beings. Often these animals conform to stereotypes, for example the sly fox, the loyal dog and the industrious ant. At times the story is about a confrontation between one animal and another, or between animal and humans. Examples of this category would be ‘the Musicians of Bremen’, which is Type 130 in the Index ‘The Animals in Night Quarters’; the ‘Three Little Pigs’ is a member of the group ‘Blowing the House In’ which is Type 124 in the Index. Among these stories about animals is a branch of tales which have a strong moral element, such as the Tales of Aesop, even though there are only people in many of these tales. Not every story about an animal is a folk tale. Many literary stories for children were written in the same format as stories in the oral tradition, for example ‘The Ugly Duckling’ by Hans Christian Andersen: this is not a folk tale. In the same way ‘The Three Bears’ was written by Robert Southey (1774–1843).


ii) About half the folk tales in the second part of Aarne-Thompson’s index are ordinary folk tales. Their features include phraseology and structure which is full of patterns and formulas, supernatural motifs, and sympathy with the little man. An example from this category would be ‘Culhwch and Olwen’, where Culhwch has to accomplish forty totally impossible tasks – impossible, that is, without the assistance of King Arthur and his followers. It is in this category as well that we see stories about kindness being rewarded, for example ‘Frau Holle’ in Grimm’s collection.


iii) On the whole these stories are humorous, and include stories about married couples, fools, clerics, awkward moments, and white lie stories. Often they are circulated in one society or group of people, for example quarrymen, miners, girls, and farm hands. Sometimes the same story is affiliated to different characters in different areas, sometimes they are confined to one area only. 


iv) This category includes cumulative stories, that is a story which grows from clause to clause, or from sentence to sentence, and has a repetitive pattern. Examples of Welsh stories of this type are ‘Yr hen wraig fach a’r oen’ (‘The little old woman and the lamb’), and ‘Y frân fawr a’r frân fach a aeth i’r coed i gnoia’ (‘The big crow and the small crow who went gathering nuts’). These resemble cumulative rhymes and cumulative folk songs, for example ‘Y pren ar y bryn’ (The tree on the hill), ‘Y deuddeg dydd o’r Gwyliau’ (The twelve days of Christmas), and ‘Oes gafr eto?’ (Is there another goat?). This category also includes stories without an end, for example the story of the king’s daughter: the daughter may marry the one who can narrate an endless tale, a story which lasts forever. These stories depend on an action which is repeated perpetually, for example a sheep leaping over a fence. Rounds too are endless stories which belong to this category, for example:

I laughed so hard I thought I’d die. I did die. They buried me, and a flower grew on my grave. The roots grew down and tickled me. I laughed so hard I thought I’d die. I did die … 
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[2] Folk Practices

Folk Plays: The Interlude

The interlude (anterliwt) is a folk play, often performed in fairs and on village squares to entertain the community. It enjoyed drawing attention to the injustices of the age, targeting in particular oppressive landlords and solicitors, and the negligence of the clergy. More than 40 eighteenth century interludes have survived; the most prominent interluders were Thomas Edwards ‘Twm o’r Nant’, Elis Roberts ‘Elis y Cowper’, William Roberts, Richard Parry, Huw Jones, Siôn Cadwaladr, Lodwig Williams and Jonathan Hughes.

Religion was a topical issue in many of these plays. The spirited faith of the Methodists evinced strong reactions in Wales and beyond during the eighteenth century. Folk memory again demonstrates the religious conflict engendered by cruelties and hot-headed extremism during this period. To each member of the two factions all was simple. For them the religious schism of the eighteenth century was the battle of Christian civilization against barbaric pagan forces, or even more simply expressed, the battle between good and evil, and each side confidently professing that they were right and that with them only did truth reside. In the interlude Ffrewyll y Methodistiaid by William Roberts the anti-Methodist argument is presented.

‘Whitefield’s arrival at Gloucester provoked a wave of enthusiasm among his friends and an outburst of opposition from his foes,’ according to Arnold Dallimore, Whitefield’s biographer (see George Whitefield (London, 1970), p. 284). Whitefield himself said: ‘When I came to the city I found the devil had painted me in the most horrible colours, for it was currently reported that I was really mad, that I had said I was the Holy Ghost, and that I had walked bareheaded through the streets of Bristol singing Psalms’ (see George Whitefield’s Journals (London, 1960), p. 252). But when Whitefield first met Howel Harris on a week-long preaching tour in Wales in 1743, Howel Harris would first preach a sermon in Welsh, and then George Whitefield would preach in English. Even in the countryside it is understood from George Whitefield’s correspondence that ‘many thousands’ came to listen during that week, and that he was ‘weak through fatigue’ upon his return to Gloucester.

There were two sides to this heated debate, but William Roberts presents only a one-sided account. His mission was to disseminate anti-Methodist propaganda.

In William Roberts’ interlude George Whitefield is given prominence and by bringing his name into the interlude an English element is introduced into the Welsh context. Whitefield is used to some extent as a scapegoat: it is at his feet that some of the blame for the religious quarrels and bickering in Wales is placed. But in truth Wales, before the advent of George Whitefield and his fiery sermons, was in the grip of a ferocious ideological conflict. The maltreatment of early preachers is demonstrated when the Fool describes the persecution of Methodist leaders at Llanaelhaearn and again at Penmynydd (p. 61):

Pwy sydd yma’n cadw miwsig,

Yn rhusio ceffylau a chesig?

Ffitiach i chwi fod, sorod sur,

Yn ymg’leddu’ch brodyr briwedig.

Nhw gawson’ eu curo am eu rhagfarn

On’d oedd eu safnau yn oeri yn ymyl Llanhaearn;

Mwy lwc nag o sgil a gaed

Ni b’asent yn uswydd dan draed yn wasarn.

A’u pwyo ym Môn yn ymyl Penmynydd

On’d oedden’ nhw’n rholio hyd yr heolydd;

Rych chwi’n drewi’n glir ym mhob gwlad;

Ni thâl eich nâd mo’r ddwy nodwydd.

[Who is here making music,/Frightening the horses and mares?/It would be better for you, sour dregs,/To look after your injured brothers.

They were beaten for their prejudices/Till their mouths grew cold near Llanhaearn;/It was more by luck than skill/That they were not shattered to pieces and trodden underfoot.

And they were beaten in Anglesey near Penmynydd/Until they were rolling along the roads;/You clearly stink in every country;/Your cries are not worth two pins.]

Here is an example of the sometimes uneven metre, and of the merciless attitude of the author towards his subject. His critique is scathing, concentrating on highlighting the sensuality and avarice of the Methodists, and criticising their emphasis on impromptu prayers and sermons in the ‘hwyl’ of the Holy Spirit: ‘Os byddis yn llefain heb yr un llyfyr’ [If one shouts without using a single book] then all was well as far as they were concerned. Scorn is poured upon the Methodists’ practice of holding meetings in barns and stables, and suspicion is cast upon the fact that the personality of Methodist leaders, and the nature of their meetings, appealed so strongly to the unmarried – to the extent that a large percentage of society members were single people.

The verbal scorn expressed is heightened by cunning theatrical touches. An old theme is given a new lease of life. Instead of writing a poem presenting the Fool’s advice to young women, the same material is expressed in the form of a sermon by one of the converts, Morgan y Gogrwr from Tudweiliog in the Llŷn peninsula. The interlude’s metrical pattern is interrupted to include a prose sermon with a cunning message (pp. 52–4):

Atoch chwi, fenywod a morynion; atoch chwi, hen ferched a merched ieuainc, a phob math ar ferched a gwragedd, a gwragedd boneddigion, a gwragedd tlodion, a gwragedd canolig, a gwrachïod, a hen wrachïod, a phob un ohonoch nad oes clos am ei thraed, atoch chwi y trof fy llaferydd yn gyntaf, oblegid fel y mae’ch cnawd yn feddalach, mae hefyd eich pennau yn chwanocach i gredu’r ffydd newydd, ac i dderbyn Ysbryd y Society fendigedig, yr hwn a’ch tywys i Baradwys, lle mae llawnder o fara gwyn a cheffylau a moch ac ymenyn.

[Unto you, women and maids; unto you, spinsters and young women, and all kinds of women and wives, and noble women, and poor women, and middling women, and witches, and old hags, and every one of you who wears no breeches on your feet, unto you do I turn my speech initially, because as your skin is softer so also are your heads more ready to believe the new faith, and to receive the Spirit of the glorious Society, who will lead you to Paradise, where there is an abundance of white bread, and horses and pigs and butter.]

Marriage ceremonies are satirized, again after some changes to the traditional form; the Society’s practice of inquiring about one’s experience is satirized; and the practice of ordaining a commoner as preacher and counsellor is ridiculed in a ceremony in which Mr Whitefield pours flour over Howel Harris to symbolize ‘Heaven’s ordination’ and he is sent forth to ‘every place’ as ‘Wales’ cambric apostle’ with a bottle of water in his hand which would surely stupefy anyone who refused to bow to the direct power and influence of his sermons.

But undoubtedly the supreme exponent of the interlude was Thomas Edwards ‘Twm o’r Nant’. It is in his work that we find a wide range of themes discussed, and since he himself joined the Methodists before the end of his life we can glimpse the strengths of Methodism and of its followers in his work.
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Wassailing

In Welsh as in other languages we have a corpus of wassailing songs: their function was to improve the land’s fertility in three spheres, that is to improve the productivity of the land, animals and people. Gwasael ‘singing to good health’ is a cognate to the English word wassail which is derived from Old English ‘be healthy’. The term goes back to at least the twelfth century. In his Historia Regum Britanniae Geoffrey of Monmouth describes how Rhonwen daughter of Hengist made Gwrtheyrn drunk. She gave him a cup of wine and according to tradition she addressed him with the words ‘Lofyrt King wassael’, the first record of the word gwasael. Gwrtheyrn’s response, ‘Drinc heil’ Drincheheil is the Norman form for drink hal, to drink to one’s health.

Those involved in the ritual drank in order to promote fertility, and so the greeting was just as important as the drink, at least in theory. An enormous drinking cup would be escorted from house to house and the householder would be addressed in song or verse. The constant refrain would be to ask for a blessing on the people, on the home’s produce, on rearing strong children, and on the quality and number of animals.

Each period of the year had its contribution to make to this custom. The agricultural year was divided into three parts: in the period between November and February the land would be prepared for seed, then brought to its full growth between March and June, and the produce would be harvested at the end of summer and beginning of autumn.

Wassailing was associated with certain holidays, in particular those at Christmas and at the turn of the year. It included singing wassail songs at Christmas itself, at the New Year, while following the Mari Lwyd, and at the Wren Hunt. Furthermore, they would be sung at Candlemas (2 February), on May Day, and at weddings. These are sister-rites which contain within their fabric symbolic layers of meaning rather than a single significance. The same themes lie behind wassailing on an international scale, although the details may vary.

Life’s hardships induced people to find ways of persuading the earth to bear fruit and of persuading women to be with child, and those who lived under the harshest conditions devised more customs to help develop and reproduce the raw materials. Necessity was the main instigator. In the Old Stone Age animal husbandry was imperfectly understood and hunting for food was the order of the day. Life was brittle and the supply of food uncertain and fitful. Supernatural techniques were adopted to ensure the increase and continuation of hunting animals. At Lascaux in France, Ice Age animals such as bison, deer and mammoth were carved in relief on cave walls – enormous and strikingly beautiful images. It is likely that people would perform dances in front of these images, singing songs and performing rites to the accompaniment of music.

In order for the customs to take effect the dancers would make themselves as similar to the animal to be communicated with as possible and that on two levels, appearance and movement. In order to increase the number of deer to be hunted, deerskin or horns would be worn and the animal’s movements imitated. This would bring the ritualist closer to the animal, which meant that they could be encouraged to reproduce. To all purposes the ritualist would lose his own identity and would become what he was representing. While imitating a deer the prey would be drawn towards the hunters and fall easily into their nets.

After the dramatization of all these events, and having hunted and caught a good catch, it was natural for them to believe that this detailed dramatization was the reason why that came about. And if such a system worked one year it would be foolish not to continue with the same pattern the following year. Gradually these movements developed into annual dances.

For the ancient Celts the new year began on the first day of November: the last day of October was the end of the year and 1 November was the start of the following year. On 1 November the winter was upon them. At the boundary between one year and the next there was a strong belief that the spirits of the dead roamed freely. In order to keep them at bay, bonfires would be lit and noises made to safeguard the community from these evil influences and to scare them away. Specifically, it was the tail-less black sow (Hwch Ddu Gwta) and the white lady (Ladi Wen) and their like which posed the greatest threat. ‘Hwch Ddu Gwta’ was the name given to the spirit of a tail-less black sow which roamed north Wales on that night, and ‘Ladi Wen heb ddim pen’ (White headless Lady) was equally feared in the south.

After All Hallows Eve the most fateful period of the year was mid-winter, on 21 December; this date denoted the height of the powers of darkness and the lowest ebb of summer. From that time onwards things could only improve: the day would grow longer and the season of growth would be near at hand. The most popular custom would be the celebration of the Saturnalia, held originally on 17 December but later lasting over a period of seven days around the winter solstice on 21 December.

On 21 December the birthday or birth day of the Invincible Sun, the Dies Natalis Invicti Solis, or Saturnalia was celebrated. The name is associated with King Saturnus who was believed to have had a Golden Age of rule over Latium, and who introduced agricultural techniques for the first time into the country some, however, are dubious of these farming techniques and of the very existence of Saturnus.

The rites of Saturnalia offered a general awakening to earth, man and creation. Lamps would be lit to protect humanity from evil spirits, schools would be closed, the army would rest from its obligations, prisoners would be pardoned, masters would eat with their servants, and so forth, in order to represent the harmony of the country during the alleged reign of Saturnus. But there was one disadvantage to his reign: ‘his altars are said to have been stained with the blood of human victims’ according to J. G. Frazer in The Golden Bough, iii, p. 139. The custom was to appoint a fake king to govern the land for a short period during Saturnalia – one who had the final word on all issues during the celebrations. The fake king would then be sacrificed at the end of his reign as a symbol that a good god had given his life for the sake of prosperity and reawakening of nature.

Examples abound throughout the world of choosing something or someone that would be considered sacred, and sacrificing it – as repayment on the one hand and to reinvigorate the creation on the other. Technically it was the calends that was celebrated, not Christmas. The Babylonians celebrated the advent of the new year three thousand years before the birth of Christ. The principle was that the power to bless the king with a further year of life or to bring it to an end lay in the hands of the gods. It was they who would decide upon the level of growth and fertility during the course of the year, so it was important to placate them and to sacrifice suitable, if not royal, offerings to them.

The Church arranged for the celebration of the Christian Christmas to coincide with the Saturnalia. It was easier to change the meaning of the Saturnalia than to eradicate it completely. The Church pressed hard on some of the early beliefs and customs, even to the point of destruction, but adapted others to conform to Christian ends wherever possible.
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Wassailing during the Christmas season

There are perhaps two main types of singing associated with Christmas season – carol singing and wassail singing. Christmas would be celebrated with plygain carols by one group, and with wassail songs by another.

Each church would have its own plygain service held on the plygain hour, the pulli cantus, at the crowing of the cockerel, sometime between three and six o’clock in the morning. It was a morning service of prayer, carols, a short address possibly, and Communion. The second group sang wassail songs. It cannot be claimed that plygain singing gave rise to wassail singing, but there was a tendency to Christianize the wassail songs, especially the wassail carols sung during the Christmas period. 

There was only one reason for the existence of plygain carols, and that was to promote the Christian faith. They narrated various stories from the life of Christ, pondered his death on the cross, his resurrection, his ascension, and finally the glories of heaven. Religious doctrines were discussed, advice on sanctity proferred, and encouragement given to all who professed religion to follow a more fitting path through life. This element is absent from the early wassail carols. The ‘religious’ wassail carols date from around the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth, and many examples can be found in Llyfr Carolau a Dyrïau Duwiol by Thomas Jones of Shrewsbury (1696).

More than one type of song is associated with the wassailing customs observed over the Christmas season, for instance the pwnco – the contest in song to gain access to the home, and the farewell song giving thanks for that welcome. The first type of carol may discuss the world’s fall from grace and might offer some philosophical commentary. By the end of the evening a different type of ideal might have been formed. See below a quotation from a farewell carol from the work of J. J. Ystrad Alun dating from 1676 and which revels in an abundance of ‘[g]waed bregyn fab heidden’, John Barleycorn, a personification of malt liquor:

Ni a gawsom gymdeithas rinweddol yn achlas,

Ac urddas gyweithas, gyfoethog;

Llenwi inni yn llawen waed bregyn fab heidden

Ac yfed ei hufen yn hafog.

[We had good company to shelter us,/And a rich and honourable fellowship;/Filling us happily with the blood of John Barleycorn/And drinking his cream without a care.]

There are at least seven occasions for singing wassailing songs during the year; four of these are around Christmas, namely at Christmas itself, around the New Year, on the occasion of following the Mari Lwyd, and when Hunting the Wren at Epiphany Eve; one could include singing at Candlemas as a fifth occasion since the Holidays, in the widest sense, stretch to 2 February. There would be singing again on May Day, and to gain access into a house when a woman was about to marry. Her fiancée, or his representative, would have to win his way into the home in song on their wedding day.

One type of song sung during the Christmas period was the expanding song, for example ‘Y Perot ar y Pren Pêr’ [The Parrot on the Pear Tree], ‘Y cyntaf dydd o’r Gwyliau’ [The First Day of Christmas], and ‘Carol gwirod yn drws’ [Wassail song sung outside the door] which opens with the words ‘Un o’m brodyr a roes i mi … un ych, un tarw, un blaidd, un ci’ [One of my brothers gave me … one ox, one bull, one wolf, one dog]. 

Different versions also exist in English (‘The First Day of Christmas’) and in French. ODNR, 122, says that an example was published in English around 1780, and that it was a memory-and-profit. It’s likely that the Welsh versions were similar in an earlier period. It’s known, for instance, that ‘Y Cyntaf Dydd o’r Gwyliau’ was an exemplary song, an expanding song in which parts of it were attempted in one breath (and therefore increasingly faster as the stanzas gradually increased). It is very likely that it was a competitive tradition of song during the Christmas holiday, if not Epiphany Eve (6 January) specifically, exactly as it used to be competed upon exemplary songs of different types on Candlemas (2 February).

D. Roy Saer (ed.), Caneuon Llafar Gwlad, i (Cardiff, 1974), p. 63

A comparison can be drawn between the singing of Holyn and Ifin in England and wassail singing. Brinley Rees mentions it in the context of four types of dream song and the Latin conflictus:

The Latin conflictus was a contention between two contrasting characters. During Charlemagne’s reign the earliest examples of it were composed, like the ‘conflictus Veris et Hiemis’ attributed to Alquin, but his productive period was the end of the twelfth and beginning of the thirteenth century.

Brinley Rees, Dulliau’r Canu Rhydd 1500–1650 (Cardiff, 1952), p. 76

The form was popularized and arguments were held, for instance, between the Body and Soul, and between Holyn and Ifin. In the English version Holyn, or the holly, represents the male gender and Ifin, the ivy, society’s women. The argument centered around the question of ascendancy, and who was strongest. During the singing the female contingent was kept outside the hall and it is likely that the women had to win their way inside, a clear comparison with taking possession of a home as a result of wassail singing and ritual.

Welsh wassail songs appear under various labels, including ‘canu tan bared’ (singing beneath the wall), ‘canu gwirod’ (wassail songs or drinking-songs), and ‘canu yn drws’ (singing at the door). Several types of feast carols would be sung during the Christmas period, for example the carol requesting entrance, the reply, the pwnco, and the farewell carol. See below an example of an eighteenth century drinking carol (prior to 1767).

Carol Wirod yn Drws

(LlGC 9168A, 54–5)

1. Y teulu nod haeledd sydd yma’n dymhoredd,

Ni ganwn dôn beredd dan bared eich llys

Drwy gennad y gwrda sy’n tario’n tŷ yma

A’i wraig fwyn, ddiana’, ddaionus.

2. Hyd yma ni ddaethon oherwydd ni glowson

Fod merched glân, tirion yn tario yn eich llys

A chwithau’n rhoi croeso i bawb fel y delo

A’ch bir chwi sy’n cwympo rhai campus.

3. Os cawn ni yma groeso ni fyddwn hy eto

A phrysur ein dwylo yn talu i chwi’n wir:

Pan f’och chi’r cynhaea a phawb ar ei ora

Ni fedwn eich yda chwi’n chwedir.

4. Pan oedd ein hen deidiau yn ifanc fel ninnau

Nhw fydden trwy’r Gwyliau’n ymganlyn yn llon,

A ninnau sydd eto i gyd oll wedi ymrwymo;

Ni fedrwn ni fario eu harferion.

5. Wel dyma ni’n diwedd, danfonwch yn fwynedd

Eich morwyn deg, iredd i agoryd i ni

A’n ledio fel mwyn-ŵr i’ch neuadd neu’ch parlwr:

Ni wnawn ni ddim cynnwr’ ond canu.

[1. The family of generous intention which is here at this season,/We sing a sweet song under the eaves of your court/By permission of the good fellow who tarries in this house/And his gentle, faultless, gracious wife.

2. We have come this far because we have heard/That beautiful, gentle girls are staying at your court/And that you welcome all as they come/And that your beer topples the most valiant.

3. If we are welcomed here we will be bold at a later date/And our hands will be busy repaying you truly:/When you are harvesting and everyone is at his best/We will reap your crops altogether.

4. When our forefathers were young as we are now/They would throughout the Christmas season be happily courting,/And all of us have now made a commitment;/We cannot obstruct their customs.

5. Well, we are now finishing, send kindly/Your beautiful, flourishing maid to open up for us/And lead us like gentlemen into your hall or your parlour:/We will make no commotion but sing.
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Wassailing over the New Year

According to tradition the New Year was established as a Christian holiday in 487. It was regarded by some as an opportunity to sing religious carols similar to those sung at Christmas. Jonathan Hughes composed ‘Carol … i’w ganu’r Calan’ (Carol … to be sung at the New Year), which speaks of the sinner’s need to yield to Christ’s authority: Christ had come into the world to pull down the foundations set by the false prophets. The carol also mentions that the pethau cyntaf (first things) have given place to the ail urddas (second majesty) – that the Law of Moses had been fulfilled by the Messiah. It is emphasized that to gain true circumcision one must accept the Word of God. Many of the religious carols sung at the New Year are linked to the Feast of the Circumcision. The birth of Christ was celebrated on 25 December; boys were circumcised on the eighth day and consequently the Feast of the Circumcision fell on 1 January, the eighth day after Christmas.

A tradition associated with the wassail ritual was that known as Y Berllan (The Orchard), a tradition observed in Cydweli and said to date from the Middle Ages.

A small rectangular board with a circle marked in the centre and ribs of wood running from the centre to each of the four angles. At each corner of the board an apple was fixed, and within the circle a tree with a miniature bird thereon. One of the group of young men who approached the house ‘honoured’ by their visit, carried the Perllan, and another bore a large cup full of beer. The rhigwm was best remembered by Mr. Francis Randell aged 82 years. It ran thus:-

CAN Y BERLLAN

Dyma lan gyfeillion

Yn dyfod i’ch danfon

A chwrw a digon i’ch gweled

Afalau pur hefyd

Y gore’n y gwledydd

I gynnal llawenydd y gwyle.

A chyda ni mae perllan

A dryw bach ynddi’n hedfan

Rheolwr pob adar yw hwnw,

A chanddo mae phiol

Aiff naw quart i’w chanol

A wnaiff eich holl bobl chi’n feddw.

Ni ddaethom ni ddim yma

Fel spongers fae’n hela

Ar hyder eich difa na’ch torri

Mae’n jiwgs ni’n go lawned

Pe bae’ch ond eu gweled

Chwenychech gael yfed oddeutu.

O ddiod a llyse

Sweet peraidd arogle

Sy’n blino’n garddyne wrth gerdded,

Agorwch heb rwgnach

On’de awn ymhellach

I weled a gawn rai i yfed.

Gwr y tŷ yn gyntaf,

A’r wraig dda yn nesaf,

Duw’ch cadwo’ch mewn iechyd i reoli,

Fe gawsom ni’n parchu

Do’n siŵr a’n croesawu

O ffarwel, dyma ni’n ymado.

Song of the Orchard

[1. Here are gentle friends/Coming to attend you/With beer and plenty, to see you/Pure apples too/The best in the world/To maintain the joy of the Christmas season.

2. And with us we have an orchard/And a small wren flies within/That one is the ruler of all birds,/And he has a cup/Which takes nine quarts/Which will make all your people drunk.

3. We have not come here/As spongers on the hunt/Trying to destroy or break you/Our jugs are quite full/If you could only see them/You would want to drink from them.

4. Of drink and spices,/Sweet aromatic fragrance/Tiring our wrists as we walk,/Open up without complaint/If not, we will go further/To see whether we can find anyone to drink.

5. The man of the house first,/And the good wife next,/God keep you in good health to rule,/We have been esteemed/Yes, indeed, and welcomed/Oh, farewell, we now take our leave.]

The Orchard was a symbol of fruitfulness, and it was believed that visiting houses with the Orchard would encourage growth a hundredfold. The ritualists would bring so much drink with them that their wrists would ache while carrying it. Here is an image of abundance, the seed having reached full maturity during the previous year causing the cups to overflow that year. The scene is one of abundance and hope for the future, and the early belief was that that abundance resulted from the visitation with the Orchard.

But the New Year had held a special significance for centuries prior to the Middle Ages. With their golden knives, the Druids used to collect mistletoe twigs in forests devoted to the gods, and distributed them as gifts on New Year’s Day. Mistletoe was a symbol of fertility, and its virtue would be spread throughout the community. The Druids were a special class within society, and the cutting of the mistletoe was a sacrifice of sorts. By cutting and distributing it in the community in order to heal its inhabitants, here was another opportunity to resurrect and strengthen nature’s power following the death of the old year and the birth of the new.

In order to maintain the community’s vigour and strength a calends collection would be organised. In its early form the tradition was upheld by men but as the purpose of the custom weakened it deteriorated into child’s play. The tradition was to visit houses with a calends gift – an apple or an orange supported on three willow legs forming a tripod, and sometimes with a pattern carved on its legs. A stick pierced the apple’s side to form a handle. Dried oat or barley husks pierced the apple peel, and a sprig of holy, mistletoe, box, or rosemary placed on top of the fruit. Hazelnuts cut in half would be placed on those leaves, and oats and raisins sprinkled over the edge of the fruit. The whole decoration would be covered in white flour.

This gift would be shown to all the families in the community, and its original purpose appears to have been as a gift to the gods to appease them, and to ensure an abundance of all the world’s fruit for the following year. The apple (and the sun as the ultimate source of life) represents fertility, and the nuts, berries, oats and raisins represent the abundance of earth’s fruit. Traditionally, rosemary was regarded as a plant which symbolized long life (similar to the mistletoe, holly and box, three evergreen plants) and the immortality of the soul. It would be thrown into graves to signify faith in the resurrection and the everlasting life of the soul. Below are some of the stanzas sung when visiting homes.

[1]

Blwyddyn Newydd Dda i chi

Ac i bawb sydd yn y tŷ;

Dyna yw ’nymuniad i,

Blwyddyn Newydd Dda i chi.

[A Happy New Year to you/And to all who are in the house;/That is my wish,/A Happy New Year to you.]

[2]

Mae’n ddechrau blwyddyn newydd

I alw wrth eich drws

Am geiniog goch o glennig

Neu fwy os mynnwch chwi:

Os caf fi hanner coron

Cewch flwyddyn newydd dda

Ac iechyd gyda hynny

I rodio yn yr haf.


Cytgan: I rodio yn yr haf (x2)



  Ac iechyd gyda hynny



  I rodio yn yr haf.

[It is the beginning of the new year/To call at your door/For a New Year’s gift of a red penny/Or more if you so desire:/If I am given half a  crown/You will have a good new year/And health with it/To roam in summer.

Chorus: To roam in summer (x 2)/And health with it/To roam in summer.]

[3]

O dewch â chalennig, gyfeillion caredig,

Rhowch chwi galennig yn g’lonnog;

Does gyda ni gartre ddim cwrw gwylie,

Rhowch eich siâr o’ch barilau ddiwrnod.

Gobeithio cewch gynhaeaf temprus

Ar geirch ac ar farlys, haidd a siprys ddigon.

Diolch byth ichwi am eich rhoddion.

[Oh, bring a New Year’s gift, generous friends,/Give a New Year’s gift ungrudgingly:/We have at home no beer for the Christmas season,/Give a share of your barrels today./We hope that you have a temperate harvest/Of oats and barleycorn, barley and plenty of mixed grain./Thank you very much for your gifts.]

 [4]

Gyfeillion rhowch glust o wrandawiad

Mae’n destun llawenydd drwy’r lle

Fod blwyddyn ychwaneg wedi’i geni

I ni rai annheilwng dan y nef.

Rhown ein llef i ddiolch iddo Ef,

Rhown ein llef i ddiolch iddo Ef,

Am weld blwyddyn eto cyn ein bedd.

Y rhai oeddynt hoff gan ein calon

Oedd fyw ddechrau’r flwyddyn a fu,

A’u henaid sydd wedi ffarwelio

A’u cyrff ym mhriddellau’r dyffryn du.

O na chawn ni rodio’r flwyddyn hon

Yn fwy tebyg i’r Gŵr fu’n rhodio’r don

Fel y cawn gyfarfod yn y nef.


[Friends, lend me your ears to listen/It is a subject of joy throughout the land/That another year has been born/To us, unworthy ones under the heavens./We raise our cry to thank Him,/We raise our cry to thank Him,/For seeing another year before going to our grave.

Those whom we were fond of/Were alive at the beginning of last year,/And their souls have now departed/And their bodies are in the soil of the grave of the black valley./Oh that we may walk this year/In a more similar manner to the Son who walked on the water/So that we can meet in heaven.]

If insufficient gifts were received from the owners of the houses visited, in Tre-lech (and in other areas) the following couplet was shouted with gusto:

[5]

Blwyddyn Newydd ddrwg

A llond y tŷ o fwg.

[A bad New Year/And a house full of smoke.]

The following stanza issues a warning and threatens a beating if insufficient gifts were received:

[6] 

Calennig i fi, Calennig i hon,

Os na cha i galennig, mi’ch bwra i chi â ffon.

[A New Year’s gift for me, and a New Year’s gift for her,/If I don’t receive a New Year’s gift, I’ll strike you with a stick.]

The Gwaun Valley in Pembrokeshire is notable for celebrating the Old New Year’s Day on 13 January. See below a verse from that area.

[7]

Deffrwch benteili

Dyma flwyddyn newi

Wedi dwad adre

O fiwn eich drwse;

Drwse ynghâ

Ynghlo dros y nos.

Drwy’r baw a thrwy’r llaca

Daethon ni yma,

Drwy’r eithin weithie

Dan bigo’n coese.

Dyma’n bwriad ninne

Mofyn bobo ddime;

Bwriad trwy gariad

Rhoddwch heb genad,

Paste nas torrwch,

Cwrw na sbariwch.

Plant ifenc ym ni

Gollyngwch ni i’r ty:

Gollyngwch ni’n gloi

Te time ni’n ffoi.

[Wake up, head of the household/Here is a new year/That has come home/Within your doors;/Doors shut/Locked overnight./Through the mire and through the mud/We came here./Sometimes through the gorse/And stinging our legs./This is our intention/To ask you for a ha’penny each;/An intention born of love/Give without licence,/Don’t cut your pie,/Don’t spare your beer./We are young children/Let us into the house:/Let us in quickly/Or we will flee.]

The difference in the two dates of celebration can be attributed to the two different calendars in use in Europe for a number of years. George II’s Parliament introduced an act in 1751 to make the British calendar conform to the one in use throughout most of the world. The new dates were 11 days ahead of the traditional way of counting. But in Wales the old dates were observed, especially in regard to agricultural matters, for instance when renting land. The Church and other Anglicised elements in society followed the new system.
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Hunting the Wren

Discussed in the Welsh context the tradition of Hunting the Wren was thought to be confined to Pembrokeshire since it is only there that records of this tradition have been kept. The practice was noted in north Pembrokeshire, on the upper side of Cilau Bridge, see Edward Lhuyd’s evidence in his Parochialia:

Arverant yn swydh Benfro &c. dhwyn driw mewn elor nos ystwylh; odhiwrth gwr Ivanck at i Gariad, sef day nae dri ai dygant mewn elor a ribane; ag a ganant garolion. Ant hevyd i day ereilh lhe ni bo kariadon a bydh kwrw &c. 

[It was customary in Pembrokeshire to carry a wren in a bier on Twelfth Night; from a young man to his sweetheart, that is two or three carry him on a bier with ribbons; and sing carols. They also go to other houses where there are no sweethearts and there will be beer &c.]

Edward Lhwyd (1660–1709), Parochialia.

But remnants of the practice have persisted in north Wales. Instances of wren hunt songs in Llanrhaeadr-ym-Mochnant, Denbigh, Amlwch, Llŷn, and Llwyngwril were noted by Llew Tegid, and in the Llanrhaeadr version it is noted that it was a farm hand (who could neither read nor write) in the Cwm-du area who sang the song. He sang in the 1840s in the style of an extremely interesting chant. Often his friends would congregate in the stable loft to listen to him sing and to see him act the parts. The song was collected in Llanrhaeadr c. 1876. In some areas, for instance in Tenby, the wren hunt songs would be sung in English and indeed the practice is known far beyond the borders of Wales – in Ireland, Durham county, Texas, the Isle of Man, and further afield.

The usual time to perform this custom was at around Twelfth Night. After capturing a wren, it was placed in a wren-house or bier decorated with a colourful ribbon and carried around the houses. A wooden handle was placed at each corner of the house to allow four people to carry it. It was because of its sovereignty over the other birds that the wren was hunted, and that on the understanding that the sacrifice of a king would secure fertility. The Latin name for a wren is Regulus, in French Roi des oiseaux, in Italian Re di siepe (king of the hedge) and in German Schneekönig (king of the snow). Carrying the wren throughout the locality would ensure that the virtue emanating from its death would benefit the population and all their livestock. 

There were two elements to the original custom – the hunt, and the procession around the houses. See below an example of the hunting song in Amlwch in Anglesey c. 1909.

1. ‘Ddoi di i’r coed?’ meddai Risiart wrth Robin,

‘Ddoi di i’r coed?’ meddai Dibin wrth Dobin,

‘Ddoi di i’r coed?’ meddai Abram ei hun,

‘Ddoi di i’r coed?’ medda’ nhw bod ag un.

[‘Will you  come to the wood?’ says Rhisiart to Robin,

‘Will you  come to the wood?’ says Dibin to Dobin,

‘Will you  come to the wood?’ says Abram himself,

‘Will you  come to the wood?’ they say one and all.]

2. ‘Beth wnawn ni yno?’ meddai Risiart wrth Robin …

[‘What shall we do there?’ says Rhisiart to Robin …]

3. ‘Hela’r Dryw Bach,’ meddai Risiart wrth Robin …

[‘Hunt the Little Wren,’ says Rhisiart to Robin …]

4. ‘Sut cawn ni o adref?’ meddai Risiart wrth Robin …

[‘How shall we get it home?’ says Rhisiart to Robin …]

5. ‘Ceffyl a throl,’ meddai Risiart wrth Robin …

[‘Horse and cart,’ says Rhisiart to Robin …]

6. ‘Sut gwnawn ei fwyta?’ meddai Risiart wrth Robin … 

[‘How shall we eat it?’ says Rhisiart to Robin …]

7. ‘Cyllell a fforc,’ meddai Risiart wrth Robin …

[‘Knife and fork,’ says Rhisiart to Robin …]

A similar wording is to be found in the Llŷn version of the hunting song. 

1. ‘Ddoi di i chwilio am y dryw bach?’ meddai Dibyn wrth Dobyn,

‘Ddoi di i chwilio am y dryw bach?’ meddai Risiart wrth Robin,

‘Ddoi di i chwilio am y dryw bach?’ meddai Siôn pen stryd,

‘Ddoi di i chwilio am y dryw bach?’ meddai’r cwbwl i gyd.

[‘Will you come to look for the little wren?’ says Dibyn to Dobyn,

‘Will you come to look for the little wren?’ says Rhisiart to Robin,

‘Will you come to look for the little wren?’ says Siôn at the top of the street,

‘Will you come to look for the little wren?’ they all say.]

2. ‘I ba le yr awn ni?’ …

[‘Where shall we go?’ …]

3. ‘I winllan coed y Plas,’ …


[‘To the vineyard of Plas woods,’ …]

The same metrical pattern is maintained until the final verse where the pattern changes in order to describe the purpose of the wren-cult rites:

Hegal i Dibyn, a hegal i Dobyn,

Aden i Risiart ac aden i Robyn,

Hanner y pen i Siôn pen y stryd,

A’r hanner arall i’r cwbwl i gyd.

[A leg for Dibyn, and a leg for Dobyn,/A wing for Rhisiart and a wing for Robyn,/Half the head for Siôn at the top of the street,/And the other half for one and all.]

The sacrificial nature of the custom is reflected here, and the dissemination of its virtue among all members of society.

During the hunt there is no mention of a procession with the wren, but the second type of wren hunt song shows clearly the way in which the procession was observed. See below an example of a procession song.

1. Dryw bach ydyw’r gŵr

Amdano mae stŵr,

Mae cwest arno fe

Nos heno ’mhob lle.

2. Fe ddaliwyd y gwalch

Oedd neithiwr yn falch

Mewn ’stafell wen deg,

A’i dri brawd ar ddeg.

3. Rubanau bob lliw

Sy o gwmpas y dryw;

Rubanau bob tro

Sy arno’n lle to.

4. Mae’r drywod yn scant,

Hedasant i bant,

Ond deuant yn ôl

Drwy lwybrau’r hen ddôl.

5. O Meistres fach fwyn,

Gwrandewch ar ein cwyn,

Plant ifenc ym ni,

Gollyngwch ni i’r tŷ.

[1. A little wren is the man/About whom there is a commotion,/There is a quest for him/Tonight everywhere.

2. The knave who last night was proud is caught/In a pretty white room/With his thirteen brothers.

3. Ribbons of every colour/Encircle the wren;/Ribbons every time/Enclose him instead of a roof.

4. The wrens are scarce,/They have flown away,/But they will return/Along the old meadow’s lanes.

5. Oh dear kind Mistress,/Listen to our plea,/We are young children,/Let us into the house.]
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Accompanying the Mari Lwyd

The Mari Lwyd custom was a very important wassailing custom in Wales, and is an interesting example of a mask custom. The three earliest animal masks were those of the deer, the horse and the calf. Further afield it was believed that the impersonation of an ox also secured fertility. The death and resurrection of the ox is celebrated throughout Brazil – in agricultural areas as in industrial, mining and fishing areas. But the rite of the horse’s head is observed on an international level, and examples of it are to be found in Poland, Russia, Scandinavia, Bulgaria, Austria, Switzerland, Portugal, Spain, France and Belgium.

Of all the Welsh wassailing customs the Mari Lwyd probably creates the most splendid spectacle. The period 1850–1920 was the liveliest period for the Mari and there was a close connection between the south Wales mining areas and the Mari Lwyd. In her study of the Sword Dance, Violet Alford identifies a similarity and connection between the hilt-and-point European Sword Dance and areas rich in minerals and having historical and prehistoric mines.

The Mari was a noisy, restless creature:

Daeth Mary Lwyd lawen

I lawr o Bendarren

Gan brancio a neidio a thawlu ei thin

A Sol Nant y ffin yn ei harwain.

[Merry Mari Lwyd came/Down from Pendarren/Prancing and jumping and jostling her backside/Led by Sol Nant y ffin.]

One of the village lads would hide under a cover to work Mari’s jaws – the jaws of a horse’s skull. The youth would hold a pole of approximately five feet, place it in the skull, and thus take the Mari on its journey. The Mari’s head would be adorned with knots of colourful ribbon, would have black glass eyes, and bits of bright cloth or leather as ears. For a mane the head would be dressed with horsehair.

Ma’r Feri Lwyd yma

’N llawn sers a rybana,

Ma’ i’n werth i roi gola
(x3)

’R nos heno.

[Mari Lwyd is here/Decorated with stars and ribbon,/It is worth putting on the light/To see her.]

The Mari Lwyd party wished to gain access to every home: the only way of gaining access was by winning a battle of wits. The party outside and the householders within had to sing extempore verses alternately. They were sung outside the door by a born rhymester, and it was arranged that the householder would lose the bardic contest gracefully.

The Song of the Mari Lwyd

1. The girls:

A gloisoch chi drysa?




Ma bois y Cwrseila




Yn siwr o ddod yma

(x3)





I gianu.

2. The Company:
Wel dyma ni’n dwad




Gyfeillion diniwad




I ofyn am gienad

(x3)





I gianu.

3. The girls:

Ma nhw ar y beili,

Clywch arnyn nhw’n gweiddi,

Dewch ferchid, mwn diain i,
(x3)





I gwato.

4. The Company:
Ma’r Fari Lwyd yma’n




Llawn sêr a rhubana,




Mae’n werth i roi gola
 
(x3)





I’w gwelad.

5. The girls:

Hen Fari Lwyd druan,

Do’s neb am weld rhupan

Na sêr ar dy dalcan

(x3)



Nos heno.

6. The Company:
Fe dorswn ein crwmpa,




Wrth groesi’r sticila




Wrth ddwad tag yma

(x3)





Nos heno.

7. The girls:

Sawl crwmpad a giesoch?




Sawl sticil a groesoch?




Wrth ddod y ffordd ddethoch (x3)





Nos heno.

8. The Company:
Wel, tapwch y faril,

Giyllyngwch hi’n rhicil,

A llanwch y ddishgil

(x3)



O gwrw.

9. The girls:

Ma yma farilid




O gwrw bach sblendid,

Ond chewch chi’r un llymid
(x3)



O gwrw.

10. The Company:
O! tynnwch y bollta,

Agorwch y drysa,

I fois y Cwrseila 

(x3)



Rhowch greso.

11. The girls:

Y bollta a dynnwn,




Y drysa agorwn,




A’r Fari gresaw-wn

(x3)





I’n gwyla.

12. The Company – before departing:




Wel diolch i chitha




Am greso i ninna,




Ag nes Dolig nesa,

(x3)





Ffarwelwch.

[1. Have you locked the doors?/The wassail boys/Are sure to come her/To sing.

2. Well here we come/Innocent friends/To ask for permission/To sing.

3. They are on the bailey,/Listen to them shout,/Come girls, for goodness’ sake,/To hide.

4. Mari Lwyd is here/Decorated with stars and ribbon,/It’s worth putting on the light/To see her.

5. Poor old Mari Lwyd,/Nobody wants to see a ribbon/Or stars on your brow/This night.

6. We broke our cruppers,/Crossing the stiles/As we were travelling here/This night.

7. How many cruppers did you have?/How many stiles did you climb?/As you came on your way here/This night.

8. O tap the barrel/Let it flow freely,/And fill up your bowl/With beer.

9. There is here a barrelful/Of splendid beer,/But you will not have one drop/Of beer.

10. Oh! pull back the bolts,/Open the doors,/To the wassail boys/Give a warm welcome.

11. We will pull back the bolts,/We will open the doors,/And we will welcome Mari Lwyd/To our holiday.

12. Well, thank you/For welcoming us,/And until next Christmas,/Farewell.]

After entering the Mari would create an enormous commotion, blowing and neighing, sniffing the girls and pretending to bite them, dancing and running here and there after the girls, with the Leader (or the Ostler) attempting to pacify her.

In addition to the Leader other characters would accompany Mari Lwyd on her journey – the Sergeant, the Corporal and the Merryman would come, and Punch and Judy might also call by with the Mari. Each one had a specific uniform and function. It would only be men who would take the role of the Mari Lwyd and her entourage, even the role of Judy, introducing an element of half woman half man to the play to represent fertility.

The Mari rite was a jolly affair but sometimes towards the end of the evening, with some drunk, if one Mari had stepped foot on the land of another it could turn out badly and a fight could break out. An unofficial law declared that a Mari Lwyd from one parish should not trespass within the parish boundaries of another Mari Lwyd, or the offending Mari would be punished ruthlessly.

The two icons would be like two lusty horses neighing at each other; and when they closed in on one another they would start to bite and eat one another. After a hard battle, the skulls would be knocked to the floor, the two heroes would come out from under the covers to continue with the contest with fists and feet; and then the two groups would bash one another; by now the battle would be fiercely contested; and before the end many would be bruised and injured if without broken bones.

William Williams, Traethodau Hanesyddol ar Ddyffryn Nedd (Aberdare, 1856), p. 30

The beginnings of the history of the Mari Lwyd have been lost to the history of the nation. As far back as the fourth century St Augustine said: ‘Si adhuc agnoscatis aliquos illam sordissimam turpitudinem de hinnicula vel cervula exercere, ita durissime castigate’, that is, if you ever hear of anyone pursuing this extremely filthy practice of dressing like a horse or deer, punish him most severely. 
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Candlemas

Throughout the Middle Ages the Virgin Mary was highly venerated by the Catholic Church and many holidays were consecrated in her honour. Among them was Gŵyl Fair y Canhwyllau (Mary’s Festival of the Candles) or Candlemas held on 2 February. Mary had been the subject of many awdlau and cywyddau, such as ‘Awdl Foliant i Fair Forwyn’ by Dafydd Nanmor and ‘Cywydd Moliant i Fair’ by Tudur Aled. Praising Mary was a common practice among professional poets and many sang on Gŵyl Fair Forwyn ddechre gwanwyn (The Feast of the Virgin Mary at the beginning of spring), another name for Candlemas. 

A number of wassail carols were sung on this holiday, the canu gwirod (wassail songs or drinking-songs) as it is often termed, and less often canu yn drws (singing at the door) and carol (yr) ysclater. Another title was pricsiwn, as used in the title of John Jones of Llanddeiniolen’s song, ‘Pricsiwn Gŵyl Fair ar dri mesur’, and in the couplet:

Doed yn nes er lles ’wyllysiwn

I ateb procsi hyn o bricsiwn.

[We wish you to come closer for the common good/To answer by proxy this prick-song.]

According to Trefor M. Owen, ‘O’r Saesneg “pricksong” y daw’r gair yn wreiddiol, a chyfeirir ynddo at y modd i ddangos nodau cerddoriaeth trwy dorri tyllau mân trwy’r papur.’[The word originally comes from the English ‘pricksong’, and it contains references to the way in which musical notes were shown by pricking holes in the paper.]

The fullest extant manuscript of Candlemas songs belongs to Anglesey, in the form of a collection of poems in the hand of Richard Morris (1703–79), one of the Morrises of Anglesey. The practice was followed in Caernarvonshire also, and the chief sources for the songs of that area is ‘Llyfr Amruwawg-cerdd Godidogol Waith Prydyddion Cymry o gasgliad Wm. Jones Dydd pured Mair flwyddyn 1767’, the manuscript of a local poet from the Caernarfon town area (MS NLW 9168A), and also a collection by William Williams, Llandygái (MS NLW 821C). It is possible that the practice was popular in Denbigh and Flint, as well as in Meirioneth according to the references to Corwen and Bala. The names of Wiliam Phylip and Gruffydd Phylip of Ardudwy are connected with carolau gwirod (wassail songs) in some manuscripts, and a carol by Huw Llwyd of Cynfal, together with another carol from the work of Rowland Vaughan of Caer-gai, were printed in Dulliau’r Canu Rhydd, which strengthens the argument in favour of the existence of such singing in Meirioneth. 

Candlemas songs are simple, free-verse songs generally sung by rhymesters and musicians from within the agricultural community, but in a poem responding to cân wirod (wassail song): ‘aer kastell bylchwyn ai kant i dderbun gwirod gun Edward ap Hugh Gwynn aer Bodewrud oedd yn trigo yn llan beder’ [written by the heir of castell bylchwyn in order to receive drink from Edward ap Hugh Gwynn heir of bodewrud who was living in llanbedr], there is evidence of another social class pursuing the same practice.

The celebration of Candlemas was initially not a religious custom, but if religious poetry came in its wake it was taken advantage of. It is the purification of Mary within forty days of the birth that is celebrated on this festival and the relevant service can be found in the Church’s Book of Common Prayer. During the period between the birth and the Purification the mother was considered unclean, and there was ‘nothing clean which came from her hand before being in the Church’. The period would last approximately a fortnight (during the eighteenth century), and would come to an end after the mother had been to Church to give thanks for her life and for the life of her offspring, and had been cleansed. This rite was part of the law of Moses and is explained in Leviticus xii.2–7.

A woman who becomes pregnant and gives birth to a son will be unclean for seven days, exactly in the same way that she is unclean for seven days during her period. On the eighth day the son will be circumcised. Then the woman would wait for 33 days to cleanse her blood; she is not to touch anything sacred nor go to the sanctuary until the cleansing days are over. If she gives birth to a girl then she would be unclean for a fortnight, just as she was in her period; she would wait for 66 days to cleanse her blood. When the cleansing days for a son or daughter were over she would visit a priest at the door of the meeting place with a young ram as a burnt offering and a young dove or a turtle-dove as a sacrifice for sin. He would then introduce her before the Lord to make amends on her behalf, and then she would be cleansed of her haemorrhaging. Here was the law for a woman giving birth to a son or daughter. If she was not able to afford a lamb she may bring two turtle-doves or two young doves, one of which would be a burnt offering and the other a sacrifice for sin; the priest would make amends on her behalf and she would then be cleansed.

In the celebration of this rite the first type of song would be the ‘Cân yn Drws’ (a song at the door) which includes an introduction, followed by pwnco, the question and response in verse. The ritualists would complain of the rapacious cold, and of their desire to sit by the fire in the company of a young woman. The wassailers argued that they should be admitted into the house to share a meal, but the greatest emphasis is placed on drink. Since it was possible to have a party of some twenty wassailers outside the door, it is no surprise that there was some tentativeness before the door was opened. However there is no evidence that anyone was rejected in the end although the question and response verses could last a long time.

Conundrums and puzzles formed part of the contest. It is likely that there was a wide stock of ready questions in verse form available, plus ready answers for each question. For example, the song ‘Un o’m brodyr’ (One of my brothers) has an answer in the form of ‘Un o’m chwiorydd’ (One of my sisters), but it should be understood as an accumulative song, a song to test the memory and skill in repeating a list of some nine or up to twelve unfamiliar objects, such as petrisen ar y pren pêr (a partridge in a pear-tree) in their proper order. The challenge was to complete a whole stanza, particularly the final one, however long it was, in one breath. It was necessary to sing ever quicker in each stanza in order to sing the whole stanza with one breath. In some areas it would be necessary to hanner dawnsio (half-dance) at the same time.

The puzzles were a little different and would require a response. Here are examples in the hand of Richard Morris:

Danfoned imi afal heb ynddo yr un dincodyn,

Danfoned imi gapwl heb na phlu nac esgyrn,

Danfoned imi fodrwy heb na thro na chwmpas,

Danfoned imi fabi heb na dig nac anras.

[Send me an apple without a pip,/Send me a capon without feathers or bones,/Send me a ring without a circle or curve,/Send me a baby without anger or ungraciousness.]

The purpose of the verse was to test the imagination, and to test versatility when planning a reply:

Pan oedd yr afal yn ei flode nid oedd ynddo’r un dincodyn;

Pan oedd yr iâr yn eiste nid oedd na phlu nac esgyrn;

Pan oedd y fodrwy yn toddi nid oedd na thro na chwmpas;

Pan oeddem ninne yn caru nid oedd na dig nac anras.

[When the apple was in blossom it did not have a pip;/ When the hen was sitting on her eggs to hatch them there were no feathers or bones;/When the ring was melting there was no circle or curve;/When we were lovers there was no anger or ungraciousness.]

After the question and reply if the wassailer had been victorious a second type of song was sung, the song upon entering the house. When crossing the threshold a chair would be asked for, and then placed in the middle of the floor and a young girl placed to sit in it. Then a carol gadair (chair carol) was sung and the measure speeded up. In some areas of Caernarvonshire a small boy of some six weeks old would be requested, and placed in the girl’s lap. They represented the Virgin and Child. The chair has a traditional significance. In a carol dating from 1762 Mary is mentioned sitting in the Temple yni chadar Aur (in her golden chair) when the wassail bowl was given to her. See below an example of a carol gadair (chair carol) by Robert Richard ‘Robin yr Aber’.

1. Wel, nos dawch yn ystig y teulu nodedig,

Trwy’ch cennad gwnawn gynnig cerdd fiwsig i Fair

Er cofio am ei mawrlles cydbynciwn o bwrpas

Lân gyffas i’r ddynas ddianair.

2. Er cofio am ei noson, mewn cadar rhown wenfron,

Peth ffeind cael yn dirion tra ffyddlon a phur,

Cydgerddwn yn weddus, cydleisiwn yn flasus,

Côr trefnus, fawl brydus fel brodyr.

3. Pan oedd Mair wen hyfryd yn ifanc mewn hawddfyd

Dôi angel Duw’r bywyd i agoryd y gwir;

Fe chwyddai ei chorff hyfryd trwy asbri’r Glân Ysbryd

Ac felly danfonwyd i’r feinir.

4. A Mair, pan eisteddodd mewn cadar, hi ganodd

Gerdd felys o’i gwirfodd pan welodd Ei waith

Yn ennyn tân golau ar ben y canhwyllau,

Rhoi gwirod yn olau i Fair eilwaith.

5. Y wreigdda fwyn hynod gwrandewch ar ein traethod,

Prysurwch â gwirod wiw hynod i hon;

Gwnaed meinir fwyneidd-dro ei dal rhwng ei dwylo

Tra byddom ni’n deinio gwers union.

6. Os mynnwch, lliw’r manod, archwaethwch y wirod,

Rhowch hon i’r gŵr hynod awch lewglod o’i law;

Gwnewch chwitha, gŵr gwaredd, roi hon mewn parch puredd

I’r wraig dda, fwyn, haeledd a hylaw.

7. Oed Iesu dewisol a draethaf i ethol

Pan luniwyd y garol mwyn moddol, Amen:

Un mil a saith ganmlwydd, naw chwe deg yn digwydd,

Ac unflwydd, mawr burffydd, heb orffen.

Robert Richard ‘Robin yr Aber’ 

[1. Well, good night in earnest notable family,/With your leave we will try to  make music for Mary,/In memory of her goodness we will sing purposefully/A good confession to the pure woman.

2. In memory of her festival night we will place a white-breasted girl in a chair,/A fine thing it is to find a meek, exceedingly faithful and pure girl,/We will walk together in seemly fashion, we will sing together tastefully,/An orderly choir, poetic praise as brothers would.

3. When the holy and delightful Mary was young and carefree/An angel of the God of Life came to open up the truth;/Her lovely body swelled with the life of the Holy Spirit/And in that way was it brought about for the young woman.

4. And Mary, when she sat in a chair, sang/A sweet song of her own accord when she saw his work/Lighting a bright light atop the candles,/Giving Mary for the second time a lighted drink.

5. Notable and gentle mistress of the house, listen to our address,/Hurry with a splendid goodly drink for her;/Let the meek girl hold it between her hands/While we pour a stanza of poetry.

6. If you please, colour of snow, relish the drink,/Put this in the hand of the distinguished gentleman whose mettle is praiseworthy;/And you, genial gentleman, give this from pure respect/To the good woman who is gentle, generous and obliging.

7. I will declare the age of the chosen Jesus to elect/When the gentle, seemly carol was composed, Amen:/One thousand and seven hundred years, and sixty-nine did it happen,/And one year, great pure faith, without end.]  

First, a drink was requested for the girl (but according to William Jones’ poem in 1762 it was the baby who was to drink first and then the girl), and then the wassailers were to answer. The wassail cup was very well crafted and very large. In the Vale of Glamorgan wassail cups with handles made from earthenware were used, and the vessels used in north Wales during Candlemas were similar – very beautiful and with lighted candles around the edge of the cup. A wassail cup would usually hold approximately two or three quarts of sweet beer, and slices of rough bread were placed on its surface. The leader of the wassail party carried the lighted cup around the chair and everyone else would follow him singing a carol. Then the feast was sought and when that had ended the fourth type of song was sung – the thanksgiving carol, giving thanks for the food and drink, the welcome and the company, and to promote the family’s fertility.

This celebration was held at the beginning of spring when nature’s forces required support. It possibly evolved from an ancient rite to welcome the spring, but was latterly linked to one of the Church’s festivals to make it more acceptable: instead of drinking to spring, that honour was transferred to the Virgin and Child and in this way a compromise was brought about.

The practice of the Coullin on Rathlin Island (off the coast of north Antrim in Northern Ireland) bears a resemblance to the Welsh Candlemas. At the blowing of a horn two groups of young men would scatter across the island collecting alms to share among the most needy inhabitants. In every home the woman of the house would be placed in a chair in the middle of the room and everyone walked around her. The leader wore a fleece and the man walking behind him would strike him with a small stick while everyone sang and marched in step. The tradition was that the leader tore off a piece of fleece and exchanged it for a few pence and barley flour from the woman. She in turn dyed the skin red for the smell to ward off the evil spirits. The Coullin’s rite was a fertility rite, exchanging the necessary purification of the house for food and drink.
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May Day
The first day of the year according to the Celtic practice of counting was 1 November, and May Day was the first day of the summer season: May Day was the beginning of the second half of the year and was considered a suitable time to renew the contract with nature.

Examples of Welsh May Day carols abound. The chief sources for the earliest examples are the manuscripts. During the eighteenth century a number of May poems appeared in almanacs and in ballad sheets. May carols were also published in collections of poetry, particularly by the end of the nineteenth century, such as ‘Haf-gân ar y dôn a elwir Spain Wenddydd’ (Summer-song to the tune called Spanish Gypsy) by Thomas Edwards ‘Twm o’r Nant’ in Gardd o Gerddi (p. 83), an anthology published in 1826, and many carols were published in Llyfr Carolau a Dyrïau Duwiol by Thomas Jones in 1696. The Welsh poet who is most often associated with May carols is Huw Morys (1633–1709) from Llansilin in Denbighshire.

Dancing is not mentioned in Welsh May Day carols generally although their metrical patterns were light and suitable for dancing. Nonetheless, external evidence shows that not only circle dancing but also Morris dancing took place on May Day. Morris dancing was a customary dance performed by a select number of men, and its purpose was to welcome May. There would be shouting, hand clapping, and sticks would be waved to ward off all evil spirits which could harm or prevent the growth of crops. In north Wales a pair of important additional characters were Bili Fool and Cadi Ha. Cadi Ha was a man dressed in a coat and waistcoat for the upper part of the body, and in petticoats for the lower part; he wore a mask or his face would be blackened, which held a great significance in terms of fertility. Morris dancing was deemed an important craft in the Cynwyl Gaeo area of Carmarthenshire at the beginning of the eighteenth century; a harpist would meet young people every Saturday night to practise Morris dancing in the presence of Maid Marian and Robin Hood and all expenses would be paid from the parish tax revenue. Along with the festivities, mock-battles were sometimes held to portray the battle between Summer and Winter, in which Summer emerged victorious.

The chief attraction of May Day was the setting up of the maypole. The earliest reference to this practice in Wales occurs in a famous cywydd by Gruffudd ab Adda (1340–1370) ‘Y Fedwen yn Bawl Haf’ in which a birch tree is uprooted and set in the middle of Llanidloes town as a maypole:

Ni chwsg aderyn, ni chân,

Meinlef ar dy frig mwynlan,

Gan amled fydd, chwaer gwŷdd gwyll,

Trwst y bobl tros dy bebyll.

Gwyllt glwyf, ac ni thyf gwellt glas

Danat gan sathr y dinas.

Thomas Parry (ed.), The Oxford Book of Welsh Verse (Oxford, 1962), pp. 90–2

[A bird does not sleep, it does not sing,/A fine note on your sweet branch,/For so numerous, sister of dark trees,/Are the sounds of the people over your branches./A rugged wound, and green grass will not grow/Under your branches because of the town’s trample.]

It was common practice to adorn the maypole with flowers and ribbons, and then to leave it over the summer. There is no evidence that the practice of interweaving the maypole ribbons was an ancient practice in Wales: it was probably adopted from England during the nineteenth century. On the first day of May the young people would hold hands and dance around the birch tree. A throng of between 50 and 100 young people would make their way from maypole to maypole throughout the town of Tenby. When met by other throngs on the same journey they would dance together forming a lady’s chain, before going on their way. In north Wales the practice was associated with the tradition of the Mari Lwyd. On May Day they carried the cangen haf (summer branch) around the houses, and it would be decorated with ribbons and pieces of silver, or bright metal such as knives and forks etc. This had the same purpose as escorting the horse’s head around the houses to secure fertility.

The maypole and the summer branch were always a birch tree and a birch branch, and it was a symbol of summer and of love. The maypole was a phallic symbol and it would bring shame upon an area if the maypole was stolen (as it was not permitted to set up a second maypole) and the area would lie barren and infertile without its symbol of virility. The customs of St John’s Feast Day, celebrated on 24 June, in midsummer, were similar to the maypole customs and dances.

There were two principal elements to the May Day custom – singing and dancing. It is said that the Welsh carols were suitable to be sung ‘tan Barwydydd y boreuau yn mis Mai, yn enwedig ar foreuddydd Calanmai’ [under the walls during mornings in May, especially on the morning of May Day]; sometimes dance and song were combined, for instance the songs or rhymes of Cadi Ha. Lady Herbert Lewis claims to have come across paupers in Mold taking part in a dancing and jumping contest, singing and dancing ‘Cadi Ha’. For example:

Fy ladal i a’i ladal o

A’r ladal gawsom fenthyg:

Cynffon buwch a chynffon llo,

A chynffon Richard Parry;


Hac, ha wen!

[My ladle and his ladle/And the ladle we borrowed:/A cow’s tail and a calf’s tail,/And Richard Parry’s tail;/Hac, ha wen!]

The wassailers would assemble early in order to set off on their journey. The carols speak of the hardships of winter, the shortages endured, and the scarcity and the expense which resulted but, nonetheless, it is a sense of jubilation which is most pronounced in these poems since the unpleasantness is now at an end and the season of abundance has arrived. Nature is now bountiful, it is said, and the pastures seem no less full and rich despite the fact that animals (half starved throughout the harsh winter) are now grazing them all day long. A portrait is drawn of summer’s abundance and plentifulness. The carols often mention that lovers are revived in May after the coldness of winter and they are urged to have warm hearts towards each other in the warmth of the summer sun, and to turn towards love.

Since there is such a close connection between man and the earth on which he lives, it was a common belief that engaging in carnal love would encourage the earth’s growth and development. To encourage that, human lasciviousness and lechery were warmly welcomed and May Eve, more than any other night, was the most suitable night for this ritual. Below is a quotation taken from Anatomie of Abuses (1583) by Phillip Stubbes:

all the young men and maids, old men and wives, run gadding over night to the woods, groves, hills and mountains, where they spend all the night in pleasant pastimes; and in the morning they return, bringing with them birch and branches of trees to deck their assemblies withall … But the chiefest jewel they bring from thence is their May-pole, which they have bring home with great veneration. They have twenty of forty yoke of oxen, every ox having a sweet nose-gay of flowers, placed on the tip of his horns, and these oxen draw home this May-pole (this stinking idol, rather) which is covered all over with flowers and herbs, bound round about with strings, from the top to the bottom, and sometimes painted with variable colours; with two or three hundred men, women and children following it with great devotion. And thus being reared up … then fall they to dance about it, like as the heathen people did at the dedication of the idols, wherof this is a perfect pattern, or rather the thing itself. I have heard it credibly reported (and that viva voce) by men of great gravity and reputation, that of forty, threescore, or a hundred maids going to the wood over night, there have scarcely the third part of them returned home again undefiled.

Phillip Stubbes, Anatomie of Abuses (1583)

Having struck a note of thankfulness to God for his goodness in preparing sustenance for man, a prayer would be offered for the Anglican Church, and for the monarchy. Every king would be honoured, and used as a symbol of the country: if one prospers so does the other. Before taking leave of the home it was essential to bless the house and its occupants, goods, livestock, crops, field and garden produce; and in exchange for wishing well a calennig [gift] was expected.

Much can be learned from these carols regarding the political and social climate of the country as many important events are mentioned in verse. War is one of the main influences on the poems. During the years of strife, strength and wisdom were required of the king in order to lead his country against the enemy. Soldiers are encouraged to act valiantly and those left behind are comforted, and there is a note of faith that God will uphold them.

Many of the May Day carols employ simple, light metrical patterns, but there is a considerable corpus of May carols (which is not part of the wassail singing) in strict metre: these are poems which look forward to the May Day festivities, but are essentially songs which belong to a different tradition.

See below three verses, together with a chorus, from a May carol by Rees Ellis (1736):

1. Atolwg lana teulu

Rhowch gennad inni ganu;

Mae’r ŷd a’r borfa’n glasu

Yn tyfu ar y tir;

Mae’r gog yn pyncio’i gore

Yn barod hwyr a bore;

Nid pell oddi wrth ein dryse

Yw dyddie Clanme clir.

2. Pe medrem fod yn fodlon

A diolch i Dduw’n ffyddlon

Efô sydd inni’n danfon

Bendithion digon da,

O’r fan lle bo bodlonrwydd

Yn wastad a gonestrwydd

Ni lithra fyth helaethrwydd

A hyfryd ffrwythydd Ha.

3. A gwyn eu byd eneidiau

Y rhai sy â’u holl galonnau

Yn labro ar union lwybrau

Daionus ddeddfau Duw;

Os medrwn fod yn fodlon

A diolch iddo’n ffyddlon,

Fe ddigwydd inni ddigon

O foddion yma i fyw.

Chorus:

Duw, cadw’n brenin grasol,

George dy was dewisol,

I lywodraethu’i bobol

Yn dduwiol yn ei ddydd,

A chadw Eglwys Loegr

A’r bonedd sydd bob amser

Yn taro ym mhlaid cyfiawnder

Heb ffalster yn eu ffydd.

[1. Behold, most beautiful family/Give us leave to sing;/The corn and the pastures are ripening/And growing on the land;/The cuckoo is singing at its best,/Ready morning and evening;/Not far from our doors/Are the clear days of May Day.

2. If we could be content/And thank God faithfully/It is he who sends us/Blessings ample and good,/From the place where there is contentment/Continually and honesty

/Abundance will never fail/Nor will the delightful fruits of Summer.

3. And blessed be the souls/Of those who with all their hearts/Labour on the straight paths/Of God’s good laws;/If we can be content/And thank him faithfully,/There will be plenty/Of means here for us to live.

Chorus: 

God, keep our gracious king,/George your chosen servant,/To govern his people/In a godly manner in his time,/And keep the Church of England/And the nobility who at all times/Strike in favour of justice/Without falsehood in their faith.]
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Birth, death and marriage customs

In Wales, as in every country, certain customs and practices pertaining to births, marriages and deaths were played out.

Birth Customs

Ursula M. Cowgill produced a study of the birth season for humans and came to the decisive conclusion that the year’s seasons determined the season during which children would be born: ‘Illegitimacy, poverty, war, depression and subspecific differences appear to increase the seasonality of births.’ (See Ursula M. Cowgill, ‘The Season of Birth in Man’, Man, 1 (1966), 232–40)

In Britain beliefs associated with birth encompassed pregnancy, birth and baptism (following the advent of Christianity although traces of an old baptismal custom stretch back to pagan times). The majority of beliefs were general ones regarding the quality of a child’s life in terms of what would be advantageous or otherwise to that child, and these were noted throughout the child’s first year. The mother’s conduct during pregnancy was also deemed crucial to determining the conduct of her child following the birth. If a mother were to step over a grave, for instance, the child would not live at all. Great emphasis was placed on the position of the moon and planets at the moment of birth, and it was believed that the way in which a child first performed certain actions, for instance speaking or walking, would be hugely indicative. During the first year of his life cutting a child’s nails or hair would bring bad luck. There is a particular significance to cutting hair in Welsh culture. In the tale of ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’ Culhwch, the young man, approaches King Arthur to have his hair cut, an old custom in which the hairdresser acknowledges kinship to Culhwch and accepts the responsibility which stems from that.

There were also customs to be performed, since the mother was believed to be unclean following the birth. She was not permitted to take part in the community’s everyday life until she had been cleansed by her first visit to the parish church. Throughout Europe during the eighteenth century she would be urged against socialising with anyone until she had been to church – on Sunday if possible. A similar ceremony in France was called Les relevailles and a gift would be presented to the midwife during the festivities.

Marriage Customs

Enormous emphasis has been placed on marriage among many different peoples. The Orinoco Indians would not permit every individual to marry: his strength would first have to be proved. Orinoco Indians demanded a particular quality of strength before permission was granted to take a wife. One test was to lie completely motionless in a sack full of fire-ants for one or two days (see A. H. Krappe, The Science of Folk-Lore (London, 1930), p. 176).

It is an international custom to send the Gwahoddwr, or Bidder, to invite guests to the wedding and to the feast. At the wedding-feast everyone would have an opportunity to present the wedded couple with a gift. In Ceredigion:

Saturday as aforesaid being the Wedding day the friends of the man come all on Horseback, to the number of some time of 80 or 100 to his house, and have Bread & Cheese and a mug of ale each at his cost, and these they make their presents or pay Pwython, and out of them they pick about 8 or 10 or sometimes 20 of the best mounted to go to the Intended Bride’s house to demand her in marriage.

Dafydd Ifans, ‘Lewis Morris ac Arferion Priodi yng Ngheredigion’, Ceredigion, 8 (1977) 197

Paying pwython was the repayments of the gifts already given by the married couple to other about-to-be-married couples in the community on previous occasions. In Afghanistan the invitations would be sent some two or three months before the wedding in the form of a poem of some twenty or thirty couplets in length. It is interesting to note that it was on behalf of the groom, and not the bride, that it was sent.

In Wales also there were conditions to be met before marriage, although these appear innocent and insubstantial in comparison with the test undergone by Orinoco Indian men. There would be a contest in verse at the door of the bride on the morning of the wedding. A group of the groom’s friends would engage in a battle of wits (outside the door) with the bride’s father (within the house) for the daughter’s hand. This is the pwnco priodas. Only after demonstrating the groom’s worth, in song (that he was fully able to look after the daughter in every respect), would the daughter be permitted to attend church to marry him.

A similar custom to the Welsh pwnco was carried out in Portugal, when the groom would go to his prospective wife’s home but on his arrival on the wedding morning the door is shut. One of the padrinhos (godfathers) would knock the door and ask the mother for her daughter, but the mother would claim that they had come to the wrong house. The groom would reply that he knows full well where she lives as he has been to the door many times previously – at night and during the day – and that he has never before made such a mistake. Eventually the door is opened to him.

In Poland the coronet of rosemary placed upon the heads of the married couple is a sign of the fertility wished upon the marriage. The priest takes the two coronets, blesses them, before placing them again upon their heads. After the ceremony the coronets are carefully kept, and boiled after the birth of the couple’s first child. The water is used to bathe the child.

Y. M. Sokolov claims that Russian marriage customs include placing a boy in the lap of the bride as soon as she has returned from the wedding ceremony so that she can give birth to sons as they would be more useful for the home than daughters. Sokolov also describes a ceremony designed to ensure the fertility of cattle: the newly-wed couple would often sleep in the barn with the cattle, or near the barn. Similar theories regarding life existed in Britain, judging by its folk songs. ‘Hen Ladi Fowr Benfelen’ (A buxom blonde lady), ‘The Mower’, and other songs testify to this:

‘it’ belongs to a country people living an integrated deeply-communal life, in tune with natural events, with the cycle of the seasons, seed-time and harvest, a people who ‘experience cherries as cherries’, and for whom all nature is sexualized and the closest relation exists between the fertility of seeds, beasts, and humans. For them, a love affair is not simply established within the couple, nor even between the couple and the community, but extends beyond that to the whole natural environment as an echo, however faint, of an ancient ritualistic way of looking at the world.

A. L. Lloyd, Folk Song in England (London, 1967), p. 197

Similarly the terms used for sexual intercourse, ploughing the land, mineral extraction and other forms of mining, are old synonyms and the tools used, for example a plough, sickle or pick, take on a powerful sexual connotation. Among the Bakitara in Africa when the blacksmith receives a new anvil he treats it like a bride, and as the men escort it to the smithy they sing as if they were taking part in a marriage procession. Among the BaNyakole, as soon as the blacksmith receives a new hammer he has sexual intercourse with his wife to ensure that the hammer works well. The same type of beliefs belong to the potter, weaver and other artisans.

Wales was not an industrial nation until very recently and that is reflected in its folk songs. There is very little singing about heavy industry, but ‘Hen Ladi Fowr Benfelen’ uses sustained sexual metaphor, the symbolism being that of mowing the hay-meadow, and the difficulties associated with both actions. Here are three stanzas:

1. Hen ladi fowr benfelen

Yn dod gatre o’r ffair

Gynigiodd imi goron

Am ladd yr wrglo’ wair.

Twdl-di rei-di …

2. ’Roedd yno dwmpie a thampie

A llawer o bridd y wadd

Ac ambell i bishyn garw

Yn anodd iawn i’w ladd.

Twdl-di rei-di …

3. ’Roedd tonnen ar ei chanol,

Digon o le i shinco llong;

’Roedd gofyn cal bachgen teidi

Cyn mentro miwn i hon.

Twdl-di rei-di …

D. Roy Saer (ed.), Caneuon Llafar Gwlad, i (Cardiff, 1974), pp. 34–5

[1. A buxom blonde lady/Coming home from the fair/Offered me a crown/For mowing the hay-meadow./Twdl-di rei-di …

2. There were many mounds and clumps/And many molehills/And the odd rough patch/That was very difficult to cut./Twdl-di rei-di …

3. There was a swamp in its centre,/Big enough to sink a ship;/A substantial man was needed/In order to venture into this./Twdl-di rei-di …]

It is impossible to distinguish clearly between fertility customs that were meant to enhance the life of man, animal, and the earth as they are all so closely intertwined.

Customs which follow death

Death was the third stage of ritual significance in man’s life. In Wales a wake was held in the house where the body lay (tŷ corff; the corpse-house), and a prayer meeting would be held there during the nineteenth century, or datgeiniaid (singers and reciters) would be invited to the house to sing an elegy to the departed. There are instances of playing cards and feasting while holding vigil:

Hysbyswyd ni gan un a fu mewn gwylnos mewn tŷ ym mhlwyf Llanymawddwy er’s oddeutu 65 o flynyddoedd yn ol, iddi weled y chwareuwyr, o ddiffyg bwrdd cyfleus, yn chwareu ar gauad yr arch. 

[We were informed by one who had attended a vigil in a house in Llanymawddwy parish some 65 years ago that she saw the players, in the absence of a convenient table, playing on the lid of the coffin] 

Charles Ashton, ‘Bywyd Gwledig yng Nghymru’, Cofnodion Eisteddfod Genedlaethol Bangor 1890 (1892), p. 82).

These rites and customs depended wholly on a sense of interdependence within he community. Many of these customs were developed and transformed over the years and many have long since disappeared. They are no longer a living, vital entity in the modern world, but nevertheless they are significant because of their place in Welsh life during a particular period of its history, and because they throw light upon the old Welsh way of life.
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[3] Material culture

The Welsh house

Vernacular architecture, which is natural or indigenous to a specific area, includes all manner of buildings, for example houses, lavatories, farmhouses, outhouses, mills, and public houses. This study has been limited to homes, and associated buildings. The home is considered to be the basic aspect of traditional material culture as it is a three-dimensional product of the cultural concepts of ordinary people.

The placement of traditional buildings in relation to one another and to the landscape, the buildings’ floor plans and heights, their construction techniques, the volumes enclosed in them, the light admitted and views afforded by them, the materials of their construction and decoration, their functional qualities, and many other factors all constitute statements of certain human values, and at the same time they are pervasive forces preserving these values.

Jan Harold Brunvand, The Study of American Folklore – an Introduction (New York /London, 1968), p. 524

In the United States of America, the wigwam and the log cabin are studied as part of the traditional architecture of the Americans. In Wales it is the tai unnos (one-night houses), among other buildings, which probably merit attention. The action and wishes of the Welsh gentry during the sixteenth century and the beginning of the seventeenth century to expand and enclose their estates led to the practise of growing hedges and forming fields.

Because of the pressure of a growing population upon land resources, smallholdings were often made out of waste land. Usually such assarts were licensed by manorial authority, but in some districts the practice of erecting ‘y tŷ unnos’ (the one-night house) gradually developed. According to this custom, if a man built a cottage overnight on waste land and had smoke issuing from its chimney by morning, he had the right to live in the house and to farm a small parcel of surrounding land.

The New Companion to the Literature of Wales, ed. Meic Stephens (Cardiff, 1998), p. 218

Because of geographical and geological considerations, as well as the Welsh weather, the material at hand when building a home varies from area to area within the country. Local stone was used, carved and shaped by local craftsmen who were completely knowledgeable in the trade of constructing buildings and exploiting the strengths of the material at hand. By and large, the earliest known homes in Wales are circular ones which belong to the Iron Age. The Dyfed Archaeological Trust began excavating in the Carmarthen area during 2006 and the remains of a circular enclosure was found near the farmhouse of Ffynnon Wen, Tre-main. It is said that this site could have been the home of many families in the period BC 200 – AD 100.

In later times rectangular houses, or long-houses, were built, with beams to hold the roof’s framework. In a home of this type, there would be one chimney located in the middle of the house. The long-house was a common architectural feature all over Europe: these were homes where people and their animals lived side by side under the same roof.

One of the features that make Welsh longhouses different is that the entrance to the house is often shared with the doorway used by the cattle. In England the idea of sharing an entrance with farmyard beasts was falling from fashion by the seventeenth century, as it could make entering the house a messy business, but many Welsh longhouses from this period retain this characteristic. Greg explains “Cattle have always been a precious commodity, and having them within earshot through the night was a useful thing. Some longhouses even had a door from the main bedroom of the house directly into the feeding loft of the byre, providing easy access in case of trouble.” 

In fact research has shown that the original owners of Nannerth Ganol, in the Elan Valley, were deeply involved in the cattle-rustling business, back in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Today the cows have been banished, but many of the longhouse’s Tudor-era features have been carefully restored. The lovely chimney and the windows are original, as are the stone stairs that spiral up to the loft. 

‘The Most Welsh of Welsh Homes’, see S4C’s website ‘The Welsh house’ (English version).

The tyddyn (a smallholding or cottage) was another of the traditional houses of Wales. This was the simplest rectangular home to be found in the country. It had only one room, with a chimney at the gable-end of the building. The family would live and sleep in this one room. This is the description by one visitor to the country:

A Dunghill modell’d into the shape of a cottage, whose outward surface was so all to be negro’d with such swarthy plaister that it appear’d not unlike a great blot of Cow-turd. This Structure stradled over about eight Ells of ground, above the surface whereof the Eves were advanc’d about two Yards, and the Chimney peep’d about a Foot above the Eves: the light flow’d in through the old circumference of a bottomless Peck; which being stuck in the Thatch, supply’d the place of an Obicular Casement. The Door-way was a breach in the wall toward one end, which being of a dwarfish size, i.e. two Foot lower in stature than an ordinary Man, we were forc’d to abridge our Dimensions and to creep in. The Parlour, Hall, Kitchin, i.e. one Room.

William Richards, Wallography of The Britton Describ’d (London, 1682), pp. 17–18 and quoted in Iorwerth C. Peate, The Welsh House: A Study in Folk Culture (Liverpool, 1944; reprinted with a foreword by Greg Stevenson: Llanerch, 2004), p. 85

On the whole these tyddynnod were dark, low homes where parents and children would share every facility. They were houses with a single chimney, heated by a peat fire, with a thatch roof or slates. These homes had an earth floor, and often had no window. At times furniture would be placed to separate the home into two parts – living and sleeping areas – and slowly this developed to be a standard pattern throughout Wales.

Because of the lack of space another type of home developed, the crogloft (half-loft) cottage. In one corner of the cottage, in the sleeping quarters, a ceiling would be placed over the sleeping area which would act as the loft floor. A ladder was used to climb to this bedroom – which was a triangular, dark airless room according to the description of Sir Cyril Fox.

But perhaps the type of home which has drawn most attention, and is the most alluring, is the timber-framed house. Constructing buildings with a timber frame was a feature of Welsh architecture, as it was in other countries, and there are numerous examples to be found in areas bordering with England as well as in inland areas such as Machynlleth. Perhaps that it is in Ruthin that we see the highest percentage of this architectural method.

But the technique in all its glory is to be found in east central Wales; in the whole of the upper Severn valley from Welshpool to Llanidloes and to Caersws. South of Caersws it spreads into the Trefeglwys-Llawr-y-Glyn area; westwards, examples are found in the Carno area, and far beyond the watershed in the Dyfi Valley. The westernmost example is Tyno Hir on the Montgomeryshire-Cardiganshire border overlooking the Dyfi estuary and Cardigan Bay. In north-east Montgomeryshire, good examples are found in the Llanfyllin area.

Iorwerth C. Peate, The Welsh House: A Study in Folk Culture (Liverpool, 1944; reprinted with a foreword by Greg Stevenson: Llanerch, 2004), p. 153

The walls of these homes are set on a stone sill, and the panels between the timbers have been filled with woven hazel rods covered with clay. Many of these houses have earth floors, and the main living room is open to the roof. An excellent example of this is the farmhouse of Abernodwydd, which was moved from Llangadfan in Montgomeryshire to the National History Museum in Cardiff in 1955.
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 The food of the Welsh people

Since the hearth is the heart of every home, lighting a fire was considered central to house-keeping. When visitors came to the door it was all-important that they should be led straight to the hearth; a central part of the family’s welcome would be to place visitors comfortably in front of the fire. It was not customary to let the fire go out and therefore it was important to bank up (anhuddo) and uncover (dadanhuddo) the fire. When preparing to go to bed at night the routine would include banking up the fire, and placing a large mound of peat over the fire to enable it to burn until morning. To uncover the fire in the morning, the peat would be taken away. This has an important place in the Cyfreithiau (Laws) and it is mentioned, for example, in Llyfr Du’r Waun [Black Book of Chirk] (c. 1200): or pan annuder etan eny dadanudher (see Y Llyvyr Du or Weun, Facsimile of the Chirk Codex of the Welsh Laws, ed. J. Gwenogvryn Evans (1909), p. 35, lines 25–6). It was associated with statutes regarding land and ownership.

The old method of lighting a fire was by striking iron on stone, usually flint. From the Early Iron Age (c. 500 BC) up until the middle of the nineteenth century, this was the most common method of lighting a fire, until a chemical method – the match – took its place. Until the sixteenth century the fire was placed in the middle of a room instead of  against a wall as is the case today. About three centuries ago, a very snug form of hearth was developed in the home – the hen simdde fawr (the old inglenook) with seats on either side, and a large mantle shielding it all. When welcoming a visitor, they would be invited to sit in the main seat of honour, which was in the nook next to the fire. 

The hearth therefore was the central-point of the house, and near the hearth there would be a variety of cooking utensils. The act of welcoming visitors displayed the amiable nature of the Welsh people, and proved their generosity.

No one of this nation ever begs; for the houses of all are common to all; and they consider liberality and hospitality amongst the first virtues. So much does hospitality here rejoice in communication, that it is neither offered nor requested by travellers, who, on entering any house, only deliver up their arms. When water is offered to them, if they suffer their feet to be washed, they are received as guests.

Gerallt Gymro, The Description of Wales 

Among the utensils there would be a haearn afrllad (wafer iron), and it was used to bake. Afrlladen is a consecrated wafer, described as a ‘teisen gysegredig o fara croyw tenau a ddefnyddir yng ngwasanaeth yr offeren’ [thin sacred wafer of unleavened bread used in the celebration of mass] (see Geiriadur Prifysgol Cymru, p. 45), and often adornments would have been cut into the wafer iron to press onto the bread. But the afrlladen was not exclusively an ecclesiastical phenomenon.

Dywed hen rysait o’r bymthegfed ganrif: ‘Cymerwch ystumog penhwyad mawr a’i ferwi a’i falu’n dda yn gymysg â chaws. Yna rhoddwch flawd ynddo a siwgr a sinsir, a’i osod mewn haearn poeth gan wneud afrllad’.

An old recipe from the fifteenth century states: ‘Take the stomach of a large pike and boil it and mince it well with cheese. Then put flour in it and sugar and ginger, and place in a hot iron to make a wafer.’

Iorwerth C. Peate, Diwylliant Gwerin Cymru (Dinbych, 1998), p. 30

Families depended on food which was seasonably-available. They would eat seasonal vegetables and fruits and would depend on local meat for protein, or if they lived within reach of the sea they would eat fish according to what was available. Thomas Pennant wrote of the welcome he had received from Evan Lloyd of Cwm Bychan near Harlech in the eighteenth century:

I was introduced to the worthy representative of this long line who gave me the most hospitable reception and in style of an ancient Briton. He welcomed us with ale and potent beer to wash down coch yr wden, or hung goat, and the cheese compounded of the milk of cow and sheep.

Thomas Pennant, Tours in Wales (London, 1810), ii, pp. 276–7

Being invited to eat with the family was considered a sign of welcome, and a visitor would not be allowed to leave a Welsh home without being led to the table to share a meal with the family. 

On many specific occasions in life, food was an essential part of the occasion. After a wedding, a quiet meal was eaten; at a funeral, eating was an important part of the proceedings. Close family, relations and neighbours came together to pay their last respects to the deceased, and part of the family’s duties was to prepare refreshments for the mourners.

In Anglesey, in the eighteenth century, they would be given ‘a cup of drink, & if deceased be rich servd with cakes, wine &c.’ In Llanfechain, Montgomeryshire, one of the church communion vessels was used to distribute spiced ale at funerals until the middle of the nineteenth century. According to another writer, an elaborate meal was eaten before the funeral and three or even four hours spent smoking shag-tobacco, and drinking ale in the house before forming the cortège. Sometimes wine and finger biscuits were handed round after the guests had formed the funeral procession. In another district in the same county the currant cakes, eaten before the funeral procession left, are described as being ‘about two inches square, with a kind of biscuit about three inches long by one inch broad across each’. These were handed out on trays just as the body was brought out of the house and placed on the bier. Hot spiced ale and cake seem to have been offered on this occasion in many areas in south Wales also, until the second half of the nineteenth century. From this time onwards the pattern so developed that the funeral attenders returned from the burial to the house of the deceased for a meal of bread and butter, tea, home-boiled ham, pickled onions and fruit cake. A chapel vestry or a schoolroom would be used as alternative venues. Even today a similar meal is prepared for the immediate family and friends, especially in rural areas. It provides an opportunity for all members to exchange family news and discuss other topics of mutual interest. 

S. Minwel Tibbott, ‘Liberality and hospitality: food as communication in Wales’, Folk Life, 24 (1985–6), 32–51; republished in Domestic Life in Wales, ed. Beth Thomas (Cardiff, 2002), pp. 4–5

Other important occasions were the seasonal festivals. At Halloween on 31 October it was believed that there were spirits on every stile. In Merionethshire it was customary to light a bonfire to frighten them away, and after returning to one of the homes in the area to celebrate, a meal of stwmp naw rhyw (mash of nine sorts) would be eaten; this was a mixture of nine different types of vegetables boiled to a mash. Somewhere in the mash a wedding ring would be hidden, and whoever would strike the ring with their spoon while eating would be the first of that company to marry.

To go back to an earlier period, much information regarding the food of the old Welsh people can be gleaned by looking at Welsh literature. In the era of the Beirdd yr Uchelwyr (Poets of the Nobility), emphasis was placed on different types of food, and these were mentioned often in the cywyddau (strict-metre poems). These poets came to the fore after the fall of Llywelyn ap Gruffudd in 1282 when it was the nobility, the landowning families, who were the poets’ patrons. An important part of the poet’s role was to write cywyddau mawl – poetry which praised the patron himself as well as his wife and children, his lineage, his luxurious home and his generosity. One of the most renowned is Iolo Goch’s description of Sycharth, the home of Owain Glyndŵr, and in it there are numerous references to the eating customs of that period.

Yng nghyfnod Beirdd yr Uchelwyr dau bryd mawr o fwyd a geid yn y dydd, cinio tua 10–11 a.m., a swper pan oedd y golau’n darfod. Y cinio oedd y pwysicaf o ddigon; yr oedd swper gryn dipyn yn ysgafnach.

Gorchuddid y byrddau â llieiniau claerwyn, pob un yn ddeuddeg llath o hyd; yna gosod arnynt y seleri halen arian, platiau (o bren neu biwter, neu weithiau o arian), llwyau (pren neu arian), a llestri yfed. Deuai pawb â’i gyllell ei hun; ni ddefnyddid ffyrc.

In the days of the Poets of the Noblemen two main meals a day were served: dinner about 10–11 am., and supper when daylight was waning. Of the two, dinner was far the most important meal; supper was a considerably lighter meal.

Tables were covered with snow-white cloths, each one about twelve yards long. On these were set the silver salt cellars, plates (wooden, pewter, or, sometimes, silver), spoons made of wood or silver), and drinking vessels of wood, pewter, earthenware, or silver. Everyone brought his own knife. Forks were not in use.

Enid Roberts, Bwyd y Beirdd 1400–1600 ([Bangor]: Cymdeithas Gelfyddydau Gogledd Cymru, 1976), p. 2./Enid Roberts, Food of the bards 1350–1650 (Cardiff: Image, c. 1982), [p. 3].

Different types of meats were eaten, for example beef, venison, brawn, rabbits, bittern, peacock, swan, pheasant, geese, heron, curlew, and the meats were served with salad. This is an example of the type of salad served in that period:

Cymryd dogn dda o gnau almond, a’r un faint o resins a ffigys, a chymaint ddwywaith o ffrwyth yr olewydd a chyrrens; eu golchi’n lân, tynnu’r cerrig o’r resins, a thorri’r almonds yn fras. Cymysgu â’r rhain ddyrnaid o ddail saets a dail sbinach, a digonedd o siwgr, a’u rhoi mewn dysgl; tywallt finegr ac olew arnynt, a gratio ychwaneg o siwgr gwyn dros y cyfan. Pilio orennau a lemonau, a’u sgleisio’n denau a gorchuddio’r salad â hwy. Gorchuddio’r rhain â dail bresych, a thros y rhain eto rhoi ychwaneg o ffrwythau a dail.

Take a good quantity of almonds, an equal quantity of raisins and figs, twice the quantity of olives and currents; wash, clean and stone the raisins, and coarsely cut the almonds. Mix with a handful of sage leaves and spinnage leaves and plenty of sugar. Place in a bowl, pour vinegar and oil over the mixture and grate more white sugar over the whole. Peel oranges and lemons, slice thinly and cover the salad with the slices. Cover these with cabbage leaves, and over these again add more fruit and leaves.
Enid Roberts, Bwyd y Beirdd 1400–1600 ([Bangor]: Cymdeithas Gelfyddydau Gogledd Cymru, 1976), p. 19/Enid Roberts, Food of the bards 1350–1650 (Cardiff: Image, c. 1982), [p. 17].

It was possible to prepare ointment or medicine for ailments from a great many common food and drinks served in Welsh households. Most of the Welsh people would have basic knowledge regarding the medicinal nature of various leaves, herbs and flowers, as well as food and liquids such as onion, salt, honey and vinegar. Some individuals would allege to have specialist knowledge and often there would be a succession within families. Recipes for different ailments were often kept within those families.

Today, serving food and drink is central to many social events, and it is among some of the most effective methods of raising money for good causes. In contemporary Wales it is vital to hold coffee mornings or evenings to support Welsh-language playschools, the Urdd, and many similar societies. Cakes and other foods are sold on stalls, and it is in more than one sense a way of sustaining life.
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