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Portrait of Gwenllian De Lacy (ferch Llywelyn ap Iorwerth) 

The Normans arrived in England in Britain two decades prior to William the Conqueror’s well-known 

success of 1066, where their presence was recorded along the Welsh border.1 A century after the 

conquest the Anglo-Normans made a move on Ireland between 1167-1169.2 By 1254, Henry III had 

granted Ireland to his fourteen year old son, Edward on the condition that it could never be 

‘separated from the crown of England’, and by 1282 Llywelyn the Last was dead, the Welsh hope lost 

to the Anglo-Norman force.3  This period of history was one of high drama and shifting alliances in 

which elite families on all sides jostled to secure their economic and political positions. One of the 

daughters of Llywelyn ab Iorwerth lived on both sides of the Irish Sea amid these changing times.4 Her 

name was Gwenllian de Lacy. A detailed biography, c. 1205 to c. 1281, is impossible to construct.5 

Despite her noble status, like many women she is only mentioned in a few legal documents and 

genealogies of the time, and it is in these metaphoric and literal footnotes and afterthoughts that a 

portrait of Gwenllian is sought.6 The context for her story is presented via the relevant family history 

of both the Gwynedd dynasty into which she was born and of the de Lacys into which she married. 

Gwenllian then comes to life as a woman with agency, relative power and independence, albeit in 

part through the histories of men she lived alongside.  

The sources present a challenge in their scarcity for Gwenllian. Unlike Ireland which had tracts known 

as the Banshenchas or Women’s History there are no lists specific to women for Wales in the High 

Middle Ages.7 Women are present in the Welsh genealogies, because they are essential to proving 

legitimate rights to inheritance or rulership for their children.8 This means that their appearance in 

the lists as mothers was even more important than as wives, with second wives or childless wives 

sometimes absent.9 In this way the social status and presence of women is determined via the father, 

the husband, and the son essentially, unless the woman was of a higher social status than the man in 

which case there may be a degree of elevation for him.10 Consequently, there is more work involved 

in ascertaining the maternal line. Peter Bartram’s genealogies demonstrates that the ‘names and 

descent of female family members’ can be traced, and he diligently cross-referenced where he could 

to give them the ‘appearance of the same worth, or consequence, as family members who are men 
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and boys’.11 Fortunately, with regard to Gwenllian, during the reign of Llywelyn ap Iorwerth the Achau 

Brenhinoedd at Thywysogyon Cymru was compiled, which does contain the ‘pedigree of the mothers 

of various rulers’ and includes the ‘illegitimate children’, of which she was one.12 For Gwenllian’s adult 

life it is in the Anglo-Norman records for the lords in Ireland that she is to be searched for, but they 

are ‘haphazard in their survival’.13 Much could have been found in the ‘English chancery rolls’, but a 

fire at Four Courts in Dublin in 1922 destroyed nearly all the ‘original government records’, leaving 

documents like ‘The Record Commission calendars’, for court cases involving land, being the only 

record for some lives or for filling in the blanks of others.14 It is this combination of, sometimes 

incomplete or damaged, ‘genealogical charts, printed legal records and chronicles’, that provide 

access to women like Gwenllian.15 An additional problem when searching all these documents lies in 

the inconsistency in the spelling of names. Gwenllian is also referred to as Wenteliana, Wentliana, 

Wentheliana, Gwendoline and Winnifred, and the name de Lacy appears as both de Lassy and de 

Lascy.16 Finally, caution has to be exercised when examining later compilations of family lore or family 

trees, because their ‘facts’ do not always tally nor are they always clearly referenced. However, 

despite the lack of or difficulties presented by the sources, Gwenllian’s life can be pieced together. 

Gwenllian’s great-grandfathers, on her father’s side, were Madog ap Maredudd and Owain ap 

Gruffudd.17 One was the king of Powys and the other the king of Gwynedd and the first self-styled 

ruler of all Wales. By 1150 during the reign of her grandfather, Owain Gwynedd, the Welsh ‘no longer 

called themselves Britons’, but ‘Wallenses and Kyrmry’, and the title king was replaced by the term 

prince, their power and advancement checked by Henry II.18 At a young age, her father Llywelyn 

defeated his uncle Dafydd and eventually ‘restored the undivided sovereignty of his grandfather over 

the whole of Gwynedd, including Merioneth and Penllyn’.19 He became known as Llywellyn Fawr or 

Llywelyn the Great.20 King John recognised Llywelyn as the ‘rightful successor to the principality of 

Gwynedd’ in 1201.21 A few years later, Gwenllian was born. Her mother was Tangwystl ferch Llywarch 

Goch, but the union between her and Llywelyn was deemed illegal under English law and their 
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children illegitimate.22 Llywelyn had already looked elsewhere for legitimate heirs. He ‘abandoned 

plans to marry the daughter of the Irish king of Man’ when he realised that his betrothal to Joan, the 

illegitimate daughter of King John, would be far more politically beneficial for him.23 He wed Joan in 

1205, around the same time or not long after Gwenllian arrived.24 Joan brought with her lands in 

Shropshire and she elevated his status above the Welsh lords, aiding him to rally their support and 

gain even more control of Wales by the time her father died in 1216.25 Henry III inherited a very 

powerful and senior brother-in-law.26  

Between Tangwystl and Joan, Llywelyn became father to two sons and six daughters.27 The timings of 

their births indicate that Tangwystl was possibly not fully out of the picture by the time Joan came to 

Wales. It appears that Llywelyn transferred land to Tangwystl, a ‘parting gift’ perhaps or security for 

the wellbeing of his illegitimate children Gruffydd, Gwenllian and Anghared.28 Although the elder of 

the two sons, Gruffydd, was replaced by his half-brother, Dafydd, as Llywelyn’s heir, and this was 

legitimised in 1226, with Henry III granting Joan’s son £40 per year and land in 1229.29 Llywelyn went 

on to use the marriages of all his children, apart from Gruffydd, in a similar way to his own, to gain 

political advantage and manipulating his standing with specific Anglo-Norman neighbours: the 

marcher families of Braose, Mortimer, Clifford and de Lacy.30 He literally created an allied buffer zone 

on the border between Gwynedd and England in an attempt to keep Wales a unified entity and the 

advance of the English at bay.31 Llywelyn used this network of created connections to ‘draw power 

from the crown’, in addition to asserting himself over his fellow Welsh lords.32 Through his illegitimate 

daughter Gwenllian, Llywellyn he sought to form an alliance based in Ireland with the half-Irish son of 

Hugh I de Lacy. It is thought that Gwenllian married William Gorm de Lacy in 1222.33 

Llywelyn ap Iorwerth was not the only one to see the benefit in a marriage between his daughter and 

a de Lacy. The Normans consistently used marriage to legitimise their power and authority, with the 

taking of English, Scottish, Welsh and Irish wives as part of their conquest process.34 From the ‘Anglo-

Norman viewpoint’, the daughters of Llywelyn Fawr were ideal candidates for their own integration 
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and a legal means of access to land and local alliance.35 Anglo-Norman literature of the time indicates 

their practical outlook towards the matrimonial ‘contract’ deemed it ‘fundamental to social order’ 

and a mutually beneficial arrangement that exchanged their military strength or the stalling of 

aggression for real estate and advancing the English boundary.36 The marriage of William Gorm de 

Lacy to Gwenllian was mutually advantageous, and one of relatively equal societal standing, both 

being illegitimate offspring within high status families. There was little land to be gained but there 

were also valuable networks and alliances to be had.  

The family de Lacy (de Lascy) originated in Lascy or Lassy in Normandy, and from there a certain 

‘Walter de Lacy accompanied the Conqueror to England and acquired large estates on the Welsh 

border, the principal being Ewyas Lacy, Staunton Lacy, and Ludlow’.37 His great grandson Hugh I, the 

fifth Baron de Lacy, holder of lands in Herefordshire and Shropshire on the Welsh border, arrived in 

Ireland with Henry II in 1171 with a view to conquer.38 For his endeavours, in 1172, the king granted 

Hugh I ‘the land of Meath, with all its appurtenances by the service of 50 men to him, and his heirs, to 

have and to hold of me and my heirs, as Murchad-Hua-Melaghlin held it’.39 Hugh I subsequently 

married Rose, the daughter of the high-king of Ireland, Ruaidrí Ó Conchobair.40 Rose Ni Conchobair 

was the second wife, and became mother to William Gorm de Lacy, but like Gwenllian’s mother she 

too was not recognised under English law.41 His Irish life and ‘wife’ and his  ‘mild administration and 

firm adherence to treaties’ afforded Hugh I many Irish allies, but his allegiance to the crown and 

sceptre was questioned, and not all the locals liked him.42 When one chose to take his head off with 
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an axe while he was inspecting some building work in 1186, his eldest son Walter, who was only 

fourteen or fifteen at the time, inherited the lands in Britain, Normandy and Ireland.43  

Walter and his brother Hugh II were two of the legitimate de Lacy children.44 Walter entrusted his 

brother to take care of the Irish ‘operation’ and sibling rivalry spurred Hugh II on.45 In 1205 the king 

rewarded Hugh II’s loyalty and his acquisition of ‘lands in Connacht, Uriel and Ulster’, by investing him 

as the first Earl of Ulster.46 However, unchecked and far away from the ‘‘‘golden circle’ of men 

surrounding the king’, Hugh II’s ‘relentless pursuit of power’ meant he became a liability.47 After the 

personal assertion of Hugh I, King John was keen to avoid a repeat with his sons, who were suspected 

of being involved in a ‘plot to overthrow the king’.48 In 1210 he arrived in Ireland and drove the de 

Lacy brothers out of Meath.49 Walter and Hugh II became fugitives, fleeing via Carlingford Lough, then 

Carrickfergus onto Scotland, and finally France.50 After working as gardeners at the Abbey of Saint 

Taurin, Evreux, the Abbot pleaded their case with the king and Walter was restored to all his lands, 

except Ludlow, c. 1213-1215.51 Hugh, however, did not make full peace with the king and Walter’s 

previous willingness to offer up ‘his younger brother in order to divert the king’s anger from himself’ 

didn’t help familial harmony either.52 Meanwhile the remaining de Lacy half-brother, the future 

husband of Gwenllian, had also been gaining a reputation. 

William first appeared in legal documents c. 1189-1191, aged eleven or younger, bearing witness to 

the signatures of his brothers Walter and Hugh II.53 He may have gained military experience when the 

de Lacys brought down a former ally John de Courcy, between 1203 and 1204, but was certainly part 

of the active force they mustered between 1207 and 1210.54 Up until 1210, William held the castles of 

Kilmore and Belturbet, but after supporting his brother, Hugh II, he was incarcerated in Gloucester 

and his land confiscated.55 He was only released in 1215, imprisoned for the duration his brothers 

were on the run and restoring themselves.56 Apparently in the confusion over the restoration of 

Meath, William then waged war with the ‘Irish justicar’, re-taking the previously confiscated castles of 

Carlingford in County Louth and Dundrum in County Down.57 This war brought him into conflict with 

the O’Reillys and the Ua Conchobair kings of Connaught, some of which were his Irish kin. He was 

ordered to restore the lands to Walter in 1217, but it was noted that he had been alone in fighting to 
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regain or keep the family’s territory for the previous two years.58 William gained an ‘appanage’ and 

the stronghold of Ug Ragallaig for his efforts.59 Hugh returned from exile in 1221, and one of his first 

moves was to create an alliance between himself, Llywelyn ab Iorwerth and Ranulf, earl of Chester 

and Lincoln.60 William married Gwenllian, and the nephew of Ranulf married her half-sister.61 William 

gained lands and contacts from Gwenllian’s family in Flintshire and Denbighshire.62 Gwenllian left her 

father’s carefully engineered situation between himself and the Norman neighbours and swapped it 

for the rebellious ambition of the de Lacy’s versus the crown of England and the Irish nobility.  

There is no indication as to where Gwenllian grew up. Her mother had the land given to her by 

Llywelyn, but she sold half of it.63 Her father’s principal court was at Aberffraw, the capital for the 

kings of Gwenydd, and his primary or preferred residence was the Llys at Abergwyngregyn.64 With an 

itinerant court system in which there was no single fixed residence, Joan and her children 

undoubtedly moved around with Llywelyn. It can be assumed that Gwenllian was maintained and 

educated at one of his many Llys sites, especially when older and in preparation for adult life. She may 

have even been part of the main familial unit, learning the ways of both Welsh and Norman nobility in 

the company of the French-speaking Joan and her daughters.65 Upon her marriage, Gwenllian 

received land as dowry from Llywelyn, including parcels in ‘Tegeingl and Dyffryn Clwyd and possibly in 

Rhufoniog’, all in the Perfeddwlad district, the ‘coveted region between the Conway and the Dee’, 

otherwise known as the Four Cantrefs around Denbigh.66 It appears that she held these lands until her 

death.67 When she relocated Ireland, William appears to have held lands in east Bréifne, whilst Hugh II 

held Ulster, both independently of Walter’s lands.68 The brothers’ three main seats were the castles 

at Killmore, Carlingford and Trim, respectively. Her husband had a close and loyal connection to his 

half-brother Hugh II, this afforded him access to several of the castles in Meath, but William was also 

active in the counties ‘Cavan, Leitrim and Longford’.69 A manor at Ballymagarvey near Duleek, part of 

William’s personal de Lacy inheritance assigned to him by Walter, is known to be one place that he 

and Gwenllian made their home.70 It is in the region where William grew up.71 William also spent time 
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at Carlingford Castle and was custodian of the mighty Trim Castle for many years, so Gwenllian may 

have had rooms at either of these for a while too. 

Whilst many of the Norman castles had been built by the time Gwenllian arrived in Ireland, the 

upgrading of the buildings and the development of the lands around them continued. The castles 

obviously had a defensive function, but they were also status symbols. Many Anglo-Norman castles in 

Ireland followed the English fashion of ‘deliberately-created, designed landscapes’, which may have 

included deer parks and other impressive features, alongside the lands dedicated to arable and 

pastoral farming.72 There would have been considerable staff and tenants to manage the day to day 

operation of the estates.73 Inside the castles, the luxury goods and elite services deployed messages 

of social and political power.74 Additionally, the finer wares ‘acquired through the market or through 

inheritance’ were an important means of ‘portable wealth’ in any politically and economically difficult 

situation.75 The environment in which Gwenllian found herself mistress would have been provisioned 

with a full range of personalised livery, stables, horses, silver utensils, gold plates and costly fabric 

furnishings.76 The de Lacy’s ownership of the trading routes between Drogheda and Chester meant 

that meant that imported foodstuffs such as spices, rice, and almonds were possible supplements to 

the local game, dairy produce and harvest at her table.77 Her wardrobe would have similarly been 

non-utilitarian, one of silk, brocade, jewels and fur.78 Her brother-in-law, Walter, was describe as ‘the 

most bountiful foreigner in studs, attire, and gold, that ever came to Erin’.79 The de Lacy’s were 

ambitious and bold, and Gwenllian would have been expected to dress and at accordingly. During her 

life in the Welsh courts, she would have been encouraged in cultural pursuits such as appreciating the 

talents of the bards, reading and writing.80 She may have even acquired a very small personal library 

of one or two books, that she added to in Ireland. Gwenllian’s life was privileged and well serviced by 

staff and tenants. 

Whether Gwenllian and William had children is questionable. The Roll of the House of Lacy does 

mention a Nicholas born at Carrickfergus Castle, but does so with reference to William being at the 

castle in connection with the events of 1210.81 Another William de Lacy of Castlemahon, appearing in 

1295, in the same document is assumed several pages later to be the brother of Nicholas, therefore 

named after his father.82 However, this document was compiled in 1928 and it is not clear as to its 

original sources for the brothers. It is entirely possible that these were not Gwenllian’s children even 

if they were her husband’s. They don’t appear in any medieval sources in connection with her. 

Moreover, the Delacy Chronicles have the sons as Thomas and Henry, and again the sources are not 
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evident.83 The number of de Lacy offspring in Ireland in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth 

centuries appears to have caused some genealogical confusion regarding which de Lacy brother was 

responsible for who. With or without children, Gwenllian’s domestic peace, if there was such a thing,  

was short lived, for between 1223 and 1224 William wholeheartedly joined in with his brother Hugh 

II’s ‘Irish rebellion’.84 Together they ‘forcibly occupied Walter’s lordship of Meath’.85 It was reported 

that the law had trouble chasing them to Ulster because of the ‘densities of mountains and woods’.86 

Gwenllian and Willliam’s mother had to take refuge in the ‘castle on Ua Ragallaig’s crannock’ where 

they were later captured.87 It was only down to the negotiation skills of the latter that both women 

avoided a longer imprisonment.88 Whilst Wiliam continued with his campaign to assert his personal 

and familial dominance in the troubled region, he also served with Henry III in France and aided the 

extension of a ‘truce’ between his father-in-law Llywelyn and the king. For many years he split his 

time between England, Wales and Ireland.89 In 1233 he returned to Ireland for good, where shortly 

after he was ‘hurt in a skirmish in the Brenie [Bréifne], came to his house, and there died of the 

wounde’.90 As the grandson of the last high king of Ireland, Gwenllian’s husband had been vital force 

for the de Lacy’s agenda and he was well-loved of the Irish.91 He was probably the first Anglo-Norman-

Irish baron to be given a ‘complimentary obit’ given by an Irish annalist.92 In the Annals of 

Clonmacnoise reads: William Delacy, chiefest champion in these parts of Europe, and the hardiest and 

strongest hand of any Englishman from the Nicene seas to this place, or Irishman’.93 

Aged about twenty-eight Gwenllian was now the widow of a ‘champion’ she may have seen very little 

of over the years. That description indicates the ‘measure of the man's status among the native Irish’ 

and the extent to which he, and perhaps his wife too, were ‘part of that society’.94 Gwenllian did not 

remarry. Her father may have been eager to gain a second marriage alliance out of his daughter, as he 

had done with Gwladus and Margaret, but she was across the sea from her father which would have 

lessened his influence.95 Moreover, although Welsh, Gwenllian was not the widow of a Welsh man 

living in Wales, she was the widow of an Anglo-Norman-Irish lord living in Ireland, and independent 

noble widows who ‘preferred to remain single’ were common under the laws of thirteenth-century 

England.96 The Magna Carta of 1215 guaranteed Gwenllian’s ‘right to dower without paying a fine, 

and it prohibited forced remarriages’.97 Gwenllian didn’t choose the nunnery either, which was an 

option for those not seeking a second husband. Her brother-in-law Walter de Lacy had founded the 

‘Cistercian nunnery of Loughsewdy or Plary’ in 1218, so there was opportunity and protection there if 
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she had wished it.98 Under law in Ireland, when the ‘marriage ended whether through death or 

separation the Gaelic Irishwoman was once again subject entirely to the will of her own family’, but as 

the wife of an Anglo-Norman, Gwenllian’s rights were even ‘more fully protected’ as a widow’.99 Her 

own lands in Wales that had been under husband’s control whilst married, now reverted to her 

charge. Additionally, she gained the control of Ballymagarvey as part of her dower, a third of William’s 

estate.100 She became independently wealthy and single at a relatively young age.  

In her new managerial and administrative role, Gwenllian would have become conspicuously active 

within the local community of both tenants and gentry. Without the legal need for a guardian, she 

was fully at rights to buy, sell, rent, or otherwise acquire property; take matters to court; hire 

attorneys; and send levies to the king.101 Although, widows could become warrantees or warrantors, 

they could not become judges or members of the jury under English law.102 However, the level of 

cultural exchange between the Irish and Anglo-Normans and the fact that in Ireland women could 

become receivers or financial bailiffs, even on behalf of other women, may have opened Gwenllian’s 

eyes to even greater senses of freedom, literary and mathematical education, and other ways of 

living.103 She would have gained ‘extensive experience of estate management’ whilst William was 

alive, but now she effectively acted as the interim lord, ‘caretaker of the patrimonial third’.104 

Protection of her lands, both from her father’s and husband’s side, was her responsibility, and as part 

of this role Gwenllian took steps to do just that in 1241. She travelled all the way from her home in 

Ireland to London to plead her case in the court of the king.105 Her half-brother Dafydd had taken four 

of her vills, ‘Aberwhyler, Penpedow, Ystrad Melened and Tretowr’ in Wales, after their father’s death 

in April 1140.106 This appearance in court, without attorneys appearing on her behalf, is recorded in 

the Curia Regis Rolls of the Reign Henry III on exactly the same day that her sister-in-law, Senana, also 

made an appeal for the release of her husband Gruffydd (Gwenllian’s brother) from imprisonment by 

Dafydd.107 It appears that the two women organised the trip together and supported one another in 

consecutive complaints and pleas, with Dafydd as their grievance in common. The journey was a 
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partial success, the lands secured and Gruffydd was transferred from Dafydd to the king and the 

Tower of London, where Senana could visit.108 

Gwenllian next appears in the record in 1278. There she is exporting ‘corn, victuals, and other goods 

from Ireland into Wales and England’ well into her seventies, and the king commands protection for 

‘her, her men, lands, and chattels in Ireland and elsewhere’.109 It is difficult to tell if this venture 

mentioned in the Calendar Of Documents, Relating To Ireland  is for trade purposes only or to support 

her Llys in Wales. The dual destinations for her goods indicate is probably both. Llys is the term for a 

royal court, made up of halls, stables and barns, with an adjacent maerdref or specialised 

settlement.110 These were bonded townships populated by unfree tenants who worked the land 

producing crops and dairy products.111 The ‘castle’ of Llys Gwenllian is recorded as having a maerdref, 

called ‘Ystrad in the commote of Ceinmeirch’, so, like Ballymagarvey, no small dwelling or operation 

for Gwenllian to manage.112 The earthworks relating to her royal court are still found south of Avon 

Ystrad below Denbigh.113  

In August 1280 Gwenllian is mentioned as ‘Wanteliana de Lacy’ when the king appointed attorneys to 

act on her behalf in the Irish courts, but by May 1282 there was a ‘dispute’ over who was the ‘rightful 

heir’ to her dower property of Ballymagarvey in Ireland because ‘Wentliana de Lascy’ had died.114 

These dates are found in the Calendar Of Documents, Relating To Ireland (1252-1284), but by looking 

for her in documents covering Wales during a similar time frame, Gwenllian is found in the Calendar 

Of The Patent Rolls (1272-1281). She had clearly deceased by 14th November 1281, because Reginald 

de Grey is appointed as Justice of Chester and is granted custody of the county of Chester, including 
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the ‘lands and tenements late of Wentheliana de Lacy’.115 Gwenllian is thought to have lived out her 

last years at Llys Gwenllian, and it is not possible to tell whether she stayed in Wales after her court 

appearance or went back to Ireland, returning to Wales later. Her final resting place is not confirmed, 

although The Roll of the House of Lacy states ‘Sir William, his mother, and wife were interred at 

Bective Abbey in Meath’.116  

Gwenllian lived a long life, exercising agency and autonomy for about fifty of her years. She witnessed 

many dramatic events and changes in Ireland and Wales during that time. The documental trace 

appears faint, but when examined more closely and carefully cross-referenced a portrait of Gwenllian 

and the shape of her life does form. However, the bare factual bones are clad in considered 

conjecture. There are too many unknowns: was she fully or partially fluent in all four languages she 

encountered; was she at ease, adapting to her fate and ways of the Irish, Welsh and Anglo-Norman 

gentry; was she considered a successful and assertive landowner in the male sphere; and least 

perceivable of all, what was her personal experience of these things? Whether she became a mother 

or deliberately avoided re-marriage after the early loss of William, with a mind to enjoy her singledom 

in peace, remain a mystery. The portrait as it is does distinguish her from the other Gwenllians she is 

often confused with: her great niece, Gwenllian ferch Llywelyn, the last princess of Wales, and 

Gwenllian ferch Gruffudd, the warrior princess.117 Perhaps Gwenllian de Lacy deserves an epithet of 

her own. Searching for her demonstrates that at first glance medieval women can appear vague and 

undefined in their historical context in comparison to their fathers, brothers, husbands and sons, but 

with perseverance the scant or damaged sources do reveal some insights into how they conducted 

their lives. The facts suggest that despite living amongst rebels, lords, kings and princes on both sides 

of a thirteenth century Irish Sea, Gwenllian had the privilege of relative freedom and security in her 

widowhood.   
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