Y Tylwyth Teg:
[image: British Goblins: Welsh Folk-lore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and ...]Their Representation in Folklore & Welsh Culture
Wirt Sike, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, 1881, First US Edition

What is folklore?
[image: A drawing of a group of women dancing

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]‘Folk’ is a term used most often to refer to a group of people and their everyday lives who follow a specific set of knowledge or practice, often set in rural traditions. ‘Lore’ refers to a collection of cultural histories, often expressed in the form of oral traditional storytelling, though written stories also exist. The term ‘folklore’ gained popularity in usage during the nineteenth century, and encompassed the history of traditions such as speech, songs, dances, and customs, that were connected by a thread of common belief between the people in the culture they were connected to. In Medieval Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, the word to describe this was folclār, which literally means ‘the knowledge held by the common’. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Simon J. Bronner, Folklore: The Basics, (London: Routledge, 2016) pp. 1-2] 
Gan Hugh Evans, Y Tylwyth Teg, 1935

Stories from folklore are often interspersed with magic and the supernatural, and they are sometimes used to teach a specific or general lesson usually between right or wrong. They are also often an attempt to explain something unexplainable, like a concept, a superstition, or a geographical phenomenon. These stories flourish in simple, rural environments, so Wales has always had an abundance of folklore associated with it for this reason. It is believed that Welsh folktales started to be written down by Christian monks, the same as Irish myths which were dated to approximately the eighth century and have references to Pagan themes and entities, whereas the Welsh myths were not written down until the thirteenth or fourteenth century and contain more typically Christian themes and mentions of the Christian God. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Miranda Aldhouse-Green, Enchanted Wales: Myth and Magic in Welsh Storytelling, (Croyden: Calon Books, 2023) pp. 1-4] 

What Are The Tylwyth Teg?
[image: ]The Welsh fairies are known as ‘y tylwyth teg’ which translates to ‘the fair folk’ or ‘the fair family’. ‘Y tylwyth teg’ can occasionally be seen being lengthened into ‘y tylwyth teg yn y coed’, which translates to ‘the fair folk in the woods’, or to ‘y tylwyth teg y mwn’, which translates to ‘the fair folk of the mine’. [footnoteRef:3] Other names less commonly given to them is ‘y dynion mewn’ (the kind people), ‘dynion teg bach’ (little fair men), and a term used in the South of Wales, ‘y bendith mamau’ or ‘bendith eu mamau’, which translates to ‘the mothers blessings’ or ‘the blessings of their mothers’. [footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, (London, 1880), pp. 11-12]  [4:  John Kruse, Welsh Fairies: The Tylwyth Teg, (Green Magic: Somerset, 2023), pp. 10] 
Gan Hugh Evans, Y Tylwyth Teg, 1935

Following the classes of Scandinavian fairies suggested by Thomas Keightley in his book The Fairy Mythology, which are that of Elves, Dwarfs or Trolls, Nisses (household and domestic fairies), Mermaids and Necks (water spirits), then Y Tylwyth Teg can be sorted into five classes of fairies: [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Thomas Keightley, The Fairy Mythology: Illustrative of the Romance And Superstition Of Various Countries (London, 1892) pp. 78] 

1. The Ellyllon, or the elves
2. The Coblynau, or the fairies of the mines
3. The Bwbachod, or the household and domestic fairies
4. The Gwragedd Annwn, or the fairies of the lakes and streams
5. The Gwyllion, or the fairies of the mountains

What is Superstition?
According to Torunn Selberg in Taking Superstition Seriously:
Because alternative religiosity constitutes no part of any institutional and canonical religion, the ideas brokered by such religiosity can be referred to as superstition, or contemporary folk belief.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]In Wales, superstition is a huge cultural aspect of life, and indeed it impacts all aspects of life. From expectant mothers avoiding killing their unborn child by not stepping over a grave, to certain birth defects determining your career (being born with a caul is thought to make you protected from drownings so a caul was something sought after in sailors), to courtship, marriage and death, every important event is shrouded in tradition and superstition. Even ordinary everyday held superstitions, like bringing the plough into the dining room and sprinkling ale on it during the winter months to remember to plough the fields come springtime, or the making of the Y Gaseg Ben Fedi, a harvest knot made from the last sheaf and hung in the kitchen to encourage the crop to continue. The importance of the role that superstition played in rural Wales cannot be undermined. Although in modern day these beliefs have become less common place, their presence in previous generations is so intimate and profound that it is an inescapable force still present in Wales. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Geraint Jenkins, Life and Tradition in Rural Wales, (Amberly Publishing: Gloucestershire, 1973) pp. 173-184] 


Harvest knot, Geraint Jenkins, Life & Tradition in Rural Wales
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Ellyllon: The Elves
The Ellyll (pl. Ellyllon) are Welsh pygmy elves. It’s believed that the English word ‘elf’ comes from the Welsh ‘el’ meaning ‘spirit’ and ‘elfen’ meaning ‘element’. They live in groves and valleys and eat ymenyn tylwyth teg, a fungoid substance like butter found in the cracks of limestone rocks, and bwyd ellyllon, a poisonous mushroom or toadstool. [footnoteRef:7] A tale from Cardiff tells of a man with failing crops who is promised by an Ellyll that as long as the floor is swept, and a candle is lit at night, his farm will flourish. He does so, and for years their home is visited by Ellyllon every night who would have merry parties, and the farm indeed flourished. One day, the wife got curious of these parties and snuck downstairs after her husband fell asleep. She saw the Ellyllon and their merriment was so contagious that she burst out laughing, blowing out the candle. The Ellyllon left at once and never returned to the farm, but no more bad luck came to the husband and wife. [footnoteRef:8] [7:  Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, (London, 1880), pp. 13-14]  [8:  Katherine Briggs, An Encyclopaedia of Fairies: Hobgoblins, Brownies, Bogeys and Other Supernatural Creatures, (Pantheon Books: New York, 1977) pp. 121-122] 
Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, 1880

The Ellylldan are the Welsh will-of-the-wisp. Despite their associations with the Pwca, they are classed as type of Welsh elf. Their name is very similar to that of the Ellyll, but with the addition of ‘dan’ which in Welsh means ‘fire’ or ‘lure’, so their name translates to ‘luring elf fire’, which aligns them with the typical actions of will-of-the-wisp. The Ellylldan are described as hideous, five foot tall, covered in long hair, with huge mouths and goggle eyes, and they have five fiery lights that they hold in their hands and spin like a wheel. They live in the marshes and swamps where they dance and wait for a hapless wanderer to come across them, where the Ellylldan then entrance their victim and compel them to follow them into the swamp, where they are left to die. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, (London, 1880), pp. 18-19] 

Coblynau: The Fairies of the Mines
[image: A drawing of a person pulling a cart with a person in a hat

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The Coblynau are the fairies that haunt the mines and other underground dwellings, they can be equated to be the Welsh equivalents of gnomes, or dwarfs, or trolls. ‘Coblyn’ is phonetically similar to the English Goblin, and means ‘knocker’ or ‘thumper’, so they are often associated with the Cornish Knockers. The Coblynau will make knocking noises to indicate to the miners which direction to go to follow a vein of ore.  They are described as being half a yard (18 inches) tall, very ugly, and wear clothes imitating the miners and carry tools like hammers, picks, and lamps. They are incredibly good natured and inclined to help the miners, unless they are badmouthed, then they might throw stones at them but otherwise remain harmless. [footnoteRef:10] Their penchant to warn miners of impending danger encourages the miners to stay respectful of them. The existence of Coblynau can likely be traced back to the minors hear odd banging noises yet not seeing any evidence of work being done, and equating it to little creatures who attempt to do work in the mines yet make no true impact, though these noises were probably caused by water shifting over loose stones in small fissures, which actually does indicate the presence of metals and ores. [footnoteRef:11] [10:  Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, (London, 1880), pp. 24]  [11:  Ibid, pp. 26] 
Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, 1880

Sometimes the Coblynau will leave their homes in the mines and live around the mountains, which is where their association with dwarfs comes from. The connection between Coblynau and Dwarfs is a longstanding and profound one, as both of them possess a similar purpose, which is to harvest the untapped natural resources in the mountains or under the ground which would otherwise go to waste. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid, (London, 1880), pp. 29-30] 



The Bwbachod: Domestic and Household Fairies
[image: ][image: ]The Bwbach (pl. bwbachod), whose name roughly translates to mean ‘little scare’, are the Welsh brownies. They are described as good-natured goblins who tidied around the home as long as the human occupants behaved a certain way. The Bwbach particularly likes being left a bowl of cream as a reward, and has a hatred for Dissenters, who were Protestants who separated from the Church of England during the 17th and 18th centuries, and teetotallers, who is a person who voluntarily abstains from alcohol completely. When they are annoyed or feel as thought they have been disrespected, they can become dangerous and violent pests. Wirt Sikes tells a tale of a Bwbach who lived on a Cardiganshire estate and had taken offence to a guest of the estate, a Baptist preacher who refused to drink. The Bwbach started playing cruel pranks on the preacher, until it transformed itself into his double, scaring him so much that preacher fled on horseback, and the Bwbach jumped on the horses back to follow him. [footnoteRef:13] The Bwbach were typically described as being brown and hairy, due to white being considered a colour for the rich and is only worn by higher fairies than the Bwbach who were considered to be only allowed peasant colours. [footnoteRef:14] [13:  Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, (London, 1880), pp. 30-31]  [14:  Ibid, 133] 
Celtic Earth Spirit, <https://celticearthspirit.co.uk/the-fae-folk-profile-the-bwbachod/>
Pre 2003 Brownies Bwbachod Badge <https://www.girlguidingbadges.co.uk/badge-history.html#/>

[image: ]The Pwca (also called a Bwca or a Booca, with the plural possibly being Pwcaod) is also thought to be a Welsh brownie, though they are sometimes considered to be another name for the Ellylldon, which are the Welsh will-of-the-wisp. There is a Welsh belief that the Puck from A Midsummer’s Night Dream was inspired to William Shakespear by his friend Richard Price who told him about the Cambrian Fairies, and that A Midsummer’s Night Dream is in fact set in Cwm Pwca, or Puck Valley, a glen in Clydach in Breconshire. [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythol ogy, Legends and Traditions, (London, 1880), pp. 20] 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]A Welsh peasant drew what they believe a Pwca looks like (left), and they are described by some stories as grotesquely and elfish. Claire Fayers says that the Pwca have big eyes and furry skin, with the ability to shapeshift an imitate different animals. [footnoteRef:16] [16:  Claire Fayers, Welsh Giants, Ghosts and Goblins, (Firefly Press: Cardiff, 2024), pp. 59] 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: _Hlk198480752][bookmark: _Hlk198480753]Wirt Sike, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, 1880

Like the Bwbach, the Pwca does household tasks for maids in exchange for cream or milk. The Pwca however, is much more mischievous and prone to causing trouble than a Bwbach, and more malicious in their actions, like physically attacking people. They also don’t like for people to know their names and will leave if it is found out. [footnoteRef:17]
 [17:   Katherine Briggs, An Encyclopaedia of Fairies: Hobgoblins, Brownies, Bogeys and Other Supernatural Creatures, (Pantheon Books: New York, 1977) pp. 56-57] 
Wirt Sike, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, 1880

Gwragedd Annwn: The Fairies of the Lakes and Streams
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The Gwragedd Annwn are as close as Wales gets to mermaids, which are oddly absent in Welsh folklore. Gwragedd Annwn translates to ‘the wives of the lower world’ or ‘the wives of hell’ reside in rivers and streams and serve as the main messengers between our world and the Annwn, the Welsh equivalent of the underworld or hell. The Gwragedd Annwn were purported to be made when Saint Patrick returned to Wales froom Ireland for a visit and was rebuked by some villagers in Welsh. As punishment he turned them into fish, but the women were turned into fairies, and the village lake would become so dark in its depths that the Sun would never touch it again. Unlike the folklore of mermaids, who lure men to their death, the Gwragedd Annwn instead are in the habit of marrying mortal men and having children with them, leaving many families in Wales to be descendants of them. [footnoteRef:18] It is believed that this is where the name Morgan has come from, with ‘mor’ meaning ‘sea’ and ‘gan’ meaning ‘born’ the name means to ‘born of the sea’. [footnoteRef:19] Their male equivalent is the Plant Annwn, though there are few tales about them specifically. [footnoteRef:20] The Gwartheg Y Llyn are the fairy cattle of Wales and were often given as part of a dowery for the Gwragedd Annwn and would bring wealth and prosperity to the husbands. [footnoteRef:21] [18:  Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, (London, 1880), pp. 34-35]  [19:  Ibid, pp. 47-48]  [20:  Katherine Briggs, An Encyclopaedia of Fairies: Hobgoblins, Brownies, Bogeys and Other Supernatural Creatures, (Pantheon Books: New York, 1977) pp.331]  [21:  Ibid. pp. 209-210] 
Wirt Sike, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, 1880

Gwyllion: The Fairies of the Mountains
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The Gwyllion are fairies who haunt the mountains and are quite evil. They act similarly to the Ellylldan, idling at mountain paths, waiting to lead those lost astray. This suits their name, with ‘gwyll’ meaning many things including ‘gloom’ and ‘duskiness’. Unlike the Ellyllon, who are friendly, the Gwyllion are malicious, often taking the shape of an old hag, leading to the stereotype of the old woman in the mountains. As soon as this hag cried out, anyone who heard her would immediately become lost, even if they were on a path they knew very well. [footnoteRef:22] To me, this is very reminiscent of the path through Mirkwood in J. R. R. Tolkien’s stories The Hobbit and The Lord of Rings, where the characters are warned not to stray off the path or they will become hopelessly lost, which they do, and are attacked by evil spiders, only to be saved by the comparatively merciful elves.
 [22:  Wirt Sikes, British Goblins: Welsh Folklore, Fairy Mythology, Legends and Traditions, (London, 1880), pp. 49-50] 
Gan Hugh Evans, Y Tylwyth Teg, 1935


Tylwyth Teg and Welsh Culture
I believe that the Tylwyth Teg have inspired many superstitions, from the health of crop being boosted by an Ellyll as long as you leave a candle burning at night, to knocking in the mines leading to treasure, to leaving out a bowl of cream or milk to gain a Bwbach or Pwca’s favour and get housework done, to the  fairy cattle of a lake maiden leading to wealth and fortune, to never straying from a path lest you be led astray and become lost. The fairies of Wales have left an impact on rural cultural superstitions and the traditions that are followed to appease them.
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