

Compile a portrait of any ‘real’ medieval woman from the Celtic regions. What sources can be used and how reliable are these sources?
Very little is known about women in medieval Wales, and those for whom we do have records tend to be noblewomen. Even here, records can still be scant and much of what we know about women is often gleaned through the records of their husbands or fathers, and in court rolls or genealogies. ‘The Welsh Laws of Women’ provides an insight from a standpoint of legal guidance, and indicates that women held a position of legal inferiority. As highlighted by Morfydd E Owen,[footnoteRef:1] a woman’s status was related to that of her husband or of the primary male relative, be that a father, a brother, or a son. Whilst this may or may not have reflected actual day to day customs, it does mean that we seldom hear a women’s own voice and must glean information through what has been said about them, or about their families.  [1:  Morfydd E Owen, ‘Shame and Reparation: Women’s Place in the Kin’ in The Welsh Laws of Women, edited by Morfydd E Owen and Dafydd Jenkins, (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 2017), p.44.] 

Gwenllian de Lacy has been chosen for this work, as whilst there are some direct references to Gwenllian, the family she was born into and the family she married into, has meant there is wider material that can suggest further information on her life.
Gwenllian de Lacy was the daughter of Llewelyn ab Iorwerth, also known as Llewelyn Fawr, one of the most prominent	leaders in Welsh medieval history.  Llewelyn lived from 1173 to 11 April 1240, was King of Gwynedd in North Wales and came to dominate Wales, becoming the Prince of the Welsh in 1228.
There is some question amongst scholars as to the identity of Gwenllian’s mother, but the consensus is that she was an Illegitimate daughter of Llewelyn’s liaison with Tangwystl ferch Llywarch Goch. Gwenyth Richards[footnoteRef:2] highlights that ‘The Rolls of the House of Lacy’ suggests Llewelyn ab Iorwerth was married to Tangwystl and that his marriage to Joan, illegitimate daughter of King John, was his second marriage. Looking at ‘The Welsh Laws of Women’, R R Davies[footnoteRef:3] reveals that the ‘whole tenor of the Welsh law was to assume that any cohabitation of man and woman by mutual consent created a legal union wherein the woman had the de jure status of a wife’, with the payment of amobr being proof of marriage under Welsh law. The argument that there was a form of marital union between Tangwystl and Llewelyn could therefore be made but it is unlikely that this was a union legitimised by the church and its children would have been regarded as illegitimate. Our main evidence for Gwenllian’s maternal line is a letter dated 1224 from William Marshall, in which Gwenllian is described as the daughter of Llewelyn and sister of Gruffudd on the mother, as well as the father’s side.  Gruffudd was the illegitimate son of Llewelyn and Tangwystl so we can assume Gwenllian’s parentage was the same.  [2:  Gwyneth Richards, Welsh Noblewomen in the Thirteenth Century, (Lampeter, The Edwin Mellen Press, 2009), pp.44-45.]  [3:  R. R. Davies, ‘The Status of Women and the Practice of Marriage in late Medieval Wales’ in The Welsh Laws of Women, edited by Morfydd E Owen and Dafydd Jenkins, (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 2017), p.119.] 

There is also no evidence to confirm when Gwenllian was born. Richards argues for a date of birth prior to 1205,[footnoteRef:4] as she assumes Gwenllian would have been born to Tangwystl before Llewelyn’s marriage to Joan. Gwenllian was still alive in 1281 and John Edward Lloyd suggests she would have been between 70 and 80 at this date, but he makes no mention or suggestion for a date of birth.[footnoteRef:5] It is unusual to see individuals living this long in the medieval period, so it is possible that Tangwystl continued her liaison with Llewelyn after his marriage to Joan, and Gwenllian may have been born later. Looking at wider evidence, Lloyd proposes a date of around 1222 for Gwenllian’s marriage which, in modern convention, would sit comfortably with a birthdate of 1205 although, according to the Welsh laws of Women, a woman could be betrothed as young as 12 and married by 14.[footnoteRef:6] However, Llewelyn ab Iorwerth used the marriages of his children for political alliances and to further his own interests,[footnoteRef:7] and therefore the timing of her marriage would have been more to suit his needs than her own preferences or her age. The daughters of Llewelyn all had politically motivated marriages, with most being married to Anglo-Norman lords who could enhance or strengthen Llewelyn’s political aspirations.    [4:  Gwyneth Richards, Welsh Noblewomen in the Thirteenth Century, p.45.]  [5:  John Edward Lloyd, ‘Who Was Gwenllian de Lacy?,’ Archaeologia Cambrensis, 19 (1919), p.295. ]  [6:  Nerys Patterson, ‘Woman as Vassal: Gender Symmetry in Medieval Wales,’ Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 1988, Vol. 8 (1988) Published by: Department of Celtic Languages & Literatures, Harvard, (p.36).]  [7:   ‘Dictionary of National Biography, 1885-1900/Llewelyn Ab Iorwerth’, 2010, Wikisource.org <https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Dictionary_of_National_Biography,_1885-1900/Llywelyn_ab_Iorwerth> [accessed 10 February 2023].] 

Gwenllian’s marriage, like those of her siblings, therefore had political dimensions for her father. She was married to William de Lacy, son of Hugh de Lacy, an Anglo-Norman and part of the de Lacy family of the southern March. In the early 1220’s the de Lacy family were allied with Llewelyn in his harassment of the Anglo-Norman nobility in Wales and his activities against the English crown, which gave Llewelyn an interest to forge closer alliances with this family at this time. 
[bookmark: _Hlk126774396]Lloyd attests that Hugh de Lacy, half-brother to William, was a witness to the agreement between Llewelyn and Ranulf (III), Earl of Chester, for the Earl’s nephew John of Scotland to marry Llewelyn’s daughter Helen in 1222.  He concludes that it was about the same time that the marriage of William to Gwenllian took place.[footnoteRef:8] In the agreement with Ranulf, Llewelyn promises to give several manors as well as silver marks to John of Scotland as part of the marriage agreement. It is clear from later court rolls that a similar arrangement would have been in place for Gwenllian,[footnoteRef:9] as she received a life interest in lands from her father in the Pefeddwlad district in modern day Denbighshire, which was in Llewelyn’s possession at the time of her marriage.  The agreement for Helen goes on to indicate that John would also assign Helen 100 librates of land in dower. William’s mother was Hugh de Lacy’s second wife Rose, who was the daughter of King Rory O’Connor of Connacht (referred to in ‘The Rolls of The House of Lacy’ as ‘the last native King of All Ireland’)[footnoteRef:10] and Gwenllian would also go on to inherit, as a widow’s dower, a manor in the Lacy fief of Meath in Ireland.  That the Irish lands included the manor at Ballymagarvey is evidenced by an enquiry into its possession after her death,[footnoteRef:11] and even today what remains of the manor and tower are depicted as once belonging to Gwenllian.[footnoteRef:12] That Gwenllian should own land may be a surprise as the Welsh laws make it clear that women were precluded from land ownership. As we have already seen however, Llewelyn was not above making exceptions to the legal practices, and it is not certain how far from this legal position everyday common practice strayed. One other element to consider is that, in Welsh legal terms, Gwenllian was married with an alltud or foreigner, so the legal position in this situation would have been slightly different. This is discussed by R R Davies in his status of women and the practice of marriage in late-medieval Wales. He indicates that it is: [8:  John Edward Lloyd, ‘Who Was Gwenllian de Lacy?,’ p.293. ]  [9:  Huw Pryce, ‘Gwynedd’ in The Acts of Welsh Rulers, (University of Wales Press), 2005, < https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt9qhf3g.18>, [accessed 13 Feb 2023].]  [10:  Edward De Lacy-Bellingari, The Roll of the House of Lacy: Pedigrees, Military Memoirs and Synoptical History of the Ancient and Illustrious Family of De Lacy, from the Earliest Times, in All Its Branches, to the Present Day, http://archive.org/details/rollofhouseoflac00dela_0/page/n1/mode/1up, [accessed 19 February 2023], p.64.]  [11:  Lloyd, ‘Who Was Gwenllian de Lacy?,’ p.293.]  [12:   ‘Welcome to Our Story’, Ballymagarvey Village - Exclusive Wedding, Conference and Event Venue, <https://www.ballymagarvey.ie/village-history/> [accessed 12 February 2023].] 

‘Vital to know …. whether a woman enjoyed Welsh or English status, for from this distinction flowed a whole host of important consequences. A woman of English status had the right to succeed to land in event of the absence of a nearer male relative. A woman of Welsh status could not inherit land not could a title to land be inherited through the female line. …. Nor does it [Wales] have dowagers, for women were not only debarred from inheriting land but also from receiving dower in land by their husbands to be enjoyed after their partners death.’ [footnoteRef:13]  [13:  R. R. Davies, ‘The Status of Women and the Practice of Marriage in Late Medieval Wales,’ pp.114-116.] 

In marrying a foreigner therefore, Gwenllian could invoke the English practices she was entitled to follow as under the legal guardianship and status of her husband. Katherine Simms details the rights of Anglo-Norman women in Ireland and states that when the husband died his widow would be dowered with a life interest in one third of his estate, or one half if there were no surviving children.[footnoteRef:14]. Gwenllian would therefore have had autonomy over her interests in both Ireland and Wales, giving her a privileged position in society. [14:  Katharine Simms, ‘Women in Norman Ireland’ in Women in Irish society: the historical dimension. Edited by MacCurtain, Margaret; Ó Corráin, Donnchadh, 1979, p.15.] 

So far, all the facts about Gwenllian have been derived from supposition, and allusions to other members of her family. As referenced earlier, the first contemporary mention of Gwenllian was in 1224 when William Marshall, Earl of Pembroke, captured Gwenllian and William de Lacy’s mother from a castle at Crannog O’Reilly. William de Lacy had been active in Ireland alongside his brother Walter in attempting to expand the de Lacy territories into Breifne, which was part of the O'Reilly kingdom. William had captured Ó Ragallaig's crannog in Lough Oughter but according to David Beresford, four years later a force sent by the new justiciar, William Marshal, was able to push de Lacy back out of Breifne. In William Marshal’s report of his success, the capture of the castle and his prisoners,  he describes Gwenllian as the wife of William de Lacy, daughter of Llewelyn and sister of Gruffudd on the mother as well as the father’s side. It is hardly surprising but noteworthy that Gwenllian is not named in her own right but just referred to by her relationship to the key male members of her marital and paternal family. William Marshal is highlighting Gwenllian’s mother as well as her father here to emphasise that she was not biologically related to the King via Joan.  Without this consideration, it is unlikely that as much detail would have been included on Gwenllian or her family. The castle at Crannog O’Reilly had been taken on July 28, 1224; William Marshal’s letter to Henry III was dated the 5th of August, so Gwenllian would have been held prisoner for at least 2 months. We have no records of when she was released but the Rolls of the house of Lacy state that William de Lacy secured his pardon by paying a fine of 4000 marks,[footnoteRef:15] and that during October and November 1224 peace had been restored.  [15:  Edward De Lacy-Bellingari, The Roll of the House of Lacy, p.67.] 

Little is known of Gwenllian’s married life but records on William de Lacy may suggest her whereabouts. The Rolls of the House of Lacy propose that Sir Williams chief residence in Ireland was Kilmore Castle.[footnoteRef:16] This was levelled in 1226, but by that time, Sir William was said to have lived at Hugh de Lacy’s home at Carrickfergus Castle. According to Colin Veach and Freya Verstraten Veach, William spent time abroad and in England in the king’s service, then in Wales and in Britford in Wiltshire.[footnoteRef:17] It is therefore reasonable to presume that Gwenllian spent her time in Ireland, but also visited her lands in Wales and potentially stayed in Wiltshire during her marriage. [16:  Ibid p.42.]  [17:  Colin Veach and Freya Verstraten Veach, ‘William Gorm de Lacy: chiefest champion in these parts of Europe’ in Sean Duffy (ed.), Princes, Prelates and Poets in Medieval Ireland: Essays in Honour of Katharine Simms (2013), p.78.] 


There is further uncertainty on whether Gwenllian had any children by William de Lacy. ‘The Rolls of the House of Lacy’ contest that there was at least one son, Nicholas, born to Gwenllian and that:
‘There is every reason to believe that Sir William had other children besides Nicholas and a daughter at least is mentioned but her Christian name has not so far been met with in the records.’[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Edward De Lacy-Bellingari, The Roll of the House of Lacy, p.68.] 

This work goes on to attribute to Gaelic Genealogists MacFirbis and O’Cleary, a suggestion that descendants from Sir William could be traced to Limerick. Nicholas Synnott references this proposal in more detail stating that: 
‘O'Donovan, in his notes to the Four Masters (sub anno 1186), quotes the authority of Duald Macfirbis for the statement that Pierce Oge Lacy of Bruff, Co. Limerick, a leading rebel against Elizabeth at the end of the sixteenth century, was eighteenth in descent from the above-named William de Lacy. This descent is also referred to in Lenihan's History of Limerick and in the Dictionary of National Biography.’ [footnoteRef:19] [19:  Nicholas J. Synnott, ‘Notes on the Family of De Lacy in Ireland’, The Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, vol. 9, no. 2, 1919, p.125.] 

Synott questions the authenticity of this claim however, highlighting that the genealogy was not compiled until 1847 and was based largely on hearsay and family tradition. Synott was unable to ‘find any evidence that the descendants of William de Lacy (if any) ever settled in the County Limerick’. Synott also discounts a further claim of male descendants made by O’Flaherty who suggests that the Lynch family of Galway were descended from William de Lacy, the son of Hugh by Rose, the daughter of Boderic O'Conor.[footnoteRef:20] No children are mentioned in Lloyd’s article ‘who was Gwenllian de Lacy’ and Curtis in his History of medieval Ireland also suggests that the couple left no issue.[footnoteRef:21] The dictionary of Irish Biography also makes no mention of heirs for William de Lacy.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  Ibid, p.128]  [21:   Edmund Curtis, A History of Medieval Ireland: From 1086 to 1513, 1st edn (London, England: Routledge) 2013, <https://www.perlego.com/book/1675775/a-history-of-medieval-ireland-routledge-revivals-from-1086-to-1513-pdf> [accessed 19 February 2023].]  [22:  David Beresford, ‘Lacy, William De,’ Dictionary of Irish Biography (Royal Irish Academy), <https://www.dib.ie/index.php/biography/lacy-william-de-a4634> [accessed 19 February 2023]] 

William died in 1233 of wounds taken at the battle of Monac-Crann-Caoin suggested to be in the neighbourhood of Breiffny or Westmeath.[footnoteRef:23] Gwenllian did not remarry, remaining a widow for almost 50 years which was unusual for a noblewoman of this time. If the date of her birth is correct, she would have been no more than 30 when widowed, so a second marriage could have made sense. Three of Gwenllian’s sisters did marry for a second time in the 1230s. Gwladus Ddu married Ralph Mortimer, following the death of her first husband Reginald de Braose. Helen married Robert de Quincy in 1237, shortly after the death of John le Scot. Margaret married Walter de Clifford shortly after the death of John de Broase in 1232, and this seems to be a marriage arranged once again by Llewelyn.   That Margaret had a second arranged marriage, but Gwenllian did not, may have in part been due to their respective mothers. In his marriage to Joan, Llewelyn had obtained significant social and political influence within wider Anglo-Norman society, and Llewelyn was actively favouring his legitimate son Dafydd over Gruffudd, Gwenllian’s brother. It seems possible therefore that the legitimate daughters who could trace their ancestry through to the Plantagenets were a more useful and valuable prize than his illegitimate daughter. It may also have been a matter of timing. By 1234, Llewelyn concluded the Peace of Middle which was then renewed year by year for the rest of his reign. Llewelyn therefore probably had less need to use his children, particularly those not born to Joan, to create or strengthen alliances. It would have been possible for Gwenllian, as a wealthy widow, to marry again should she have wished, without her father’s intervention. Whilst Richards suggests that neither Llewelyn nor Henry III would have wanted Gwenllian to remarry, her sister Helen remarried without the approval or influence of Llewelyn.[footnoteRef:24] From a modern viewpoint the fact that she didn’t remarry suggest she was content to retain her autonomy, which she would have had to relinquished to a husband should she have married again. [23:  Edward De Lacy-Bellingari, The Roll of the House of Lacy, p. 65]  [24:  Gwyneth Richards, Welsh Noblewomen in the Thirteenth Century, p.51.] 

As Richards states, ‘the women who wielded the most power in Wales were widows.’[footnoteRef:25] Our remaining primary sources that mention Gwenllian relate to her asserting her rights regarding her property in Wales. The first of these is the Curia Regis Rolls of the reign of Henry III which include an action by Gwenllian in 1241 against her half-brother Dafydd ap Llywellyn. In this action she was seeking the return of four vills of Aberwhyler, Penbedw, Ystrad Melened and Tretower that she said he had taken from her. This land was part of the marriage gift to Gwenllian to be held by her during her lifetime, but the death of her father Llewelyn in 1240 in all probability lead to this challenge to her ownership. Richards argues that Gwenllian may have appeared in person at the hearing in Westminster as there is no mention of the appointment of attorneys, and she possibly travelled to London with her sister-in-law Senana, who had an earlier petition on the same list, in her case concerning the release of her husband Gruffudd from Dafydd’s prison.[footnoteRef:26] It is likely that Gwenllian would have spoken or understood Welsh, English and French but we have no indication of whether she was literate. Nevertheless, travelling from Ireland, through Wales and representing herself in London must have been no mean feat for either woman, and it shows the autonomy and power such noblewomen could command. Interestingly Lloyd makes no mention of this activity, stating that ‘For more than forty years after the death of her husband, the history of Gwenllian is a blank.’[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Ibid. pp.16-17.]  [26:  Ibid, p.51.]  [27:  Lloyd, ‘Who Was Gwenllian de Lacy?,’ p.294.] 

There does seem to be a lack of any mention of Gwenllian from 1241 to 1278, which is frustrating as this was a momentous time in Welsh history and particularly for her paternal family. The lands that she held in Wales were in the territories contested between Gruffudd ap Llewelyn’s sons and the crown in 1247, and these were also where Llewelyn ap Gruffudd, Gwenllian’s nephew, first sought to regain control of Gwynedd prior to his wider assertion of power across native Wales. How Gwenllian’s life was affected by these upheavals we will never know. It may be that, as Richards suggests, she spent much of her time in Ireland.[footnoteRef:28] Both Richards and Lloyd mention that in 1278, the Calendar of Documents relating to Ireland show that Gwenllian was granted permission from the crown to bring profit from Ireland into Wales and England. She was granted protection for a year for herself, ‘her men, lands and chattels in Ireland and elsewhere.’[footnoteRef:29] That she sought such permission and protection reflects that this was another watershed moment in Wales, with a changing political landscape following the defeat and death of Llewelyn ap Gruffudd, in 1277.  [28:  Gwyneth Richards, Welsh Noblewomen in the Thirteenth Century, p.45.]  [29:  Ibid, p.52.] 

The permission to bring profit from her lands in Ireland implies Gwenllian still held her dower lands, was travelling between Ireland and her lands in Wales and was aiming to spend time in Wales. This is evidenced in the Calendar of patent rolls of Edward 1 1273-1281, which detail that Gwenllian appointed two attorneys to act for her in Ireland from August 30, 1280, to 1st November 1281. 
Gwenllian was therefore actively travelling between Ireland and Wales and in late 1280-1281 seems to have been spending time in Wales. By October 1282, she had died. Her death is mentioned in the court rolls of that time, in a complaint by Dafydd ap Gruffudd over the possession of three townships which had been the property of Gwenllian as a life gift. Reginald de Grey was appointed Justice of Chester and received custody of the lands of the late Gwenllian de Lacy which were valued at £32 0s 31/2d.[footnoteRef:30] Lloyd also describes how her lands in Ireland were similarly contested after her death with Theobald de Verdun having seized the lands at Ballymargarvey as part of his inheritance.[footnoteRef:31] Welsh law and Anglo-Irish common law meant that dower lands and lands given as a life gift would not have been transmitted to her sons, should she have had any surviving. The lack of any mention of Sir Nicholas or other children in these documents cannot therefore be taken to mean that she did not leave any descendants. [30:  Lloyd, ‘Who Was Gwenllian de Lacy?,’ p.295.]  [31:  Ibid, p.295.] 

The Rolls of the House of Lacy suggest that Gwenllian was interred at Bective Abbey in Meath alongside Sir William and his mother.[footnoteRef:32] Bective Abbey is associated with the de Lacy family and was chosen to hold the partial remains of Hugh de Lacy in 1195, before these were transferred to St Thomas’s Abbey in Dublin.[footnoteRef:33] Gwenllian may have been buried there, although the appointment of attorneys up to November 1281, may suggest that she had remained in Wales for her last days.  [32:  Edward De Lacy-Bellingari, The Roll of the House of Lacy, p.66.]  [33:  ‘Bective Abbey, Co. Meath’, 2017, Archaeology Ireland <http://www.jstor.org/stable/90005000>, [accessed 12 February 2023].] 

That there are very few primary and contemporary sources for Gwenllian de Lacy’s life is unsurprising as Gwenllian was not at the forefront of the royal court, and records from this time, particularly in Wales, were limited, with much of the population still illiterate. I have found no praise poetry, or endowments to churches or nunneries and I found no pictorial representation or grave markers which would have been our best alternative sources of evidence. The wider literary evidence of the time for other members of her family and for her husband and his family, can however shed some light on her whereabouts and potential status. ‘The Welsh Laws of Women’ also give a wider context for the lives of medieval women, but as I have tried to show, these documents represent the legal rules and potentially not the reality of everyday life. Gwenllian as a Welsh woman, married to an Anglo-Norman nobleman and living in Ireland (as the country of her husband’s maternal family) may have found vastly different levels of influence and freedom from other women, but this also means the potential sources for her life are fragmented and geographically dispersed.
In terms of later academic research, as Richards has pointed out, there has been little investigation or consideration of women in the medieval world until recently, with women’s roles and actions very much ignored or dismissed to the footnotes of their work. Richards does highlight the inclusion of female family members by Peter Bartrum in his Welsh Genealogies AD300-1400 but points out that modern historians tend to look at descent through patrilineal lines. R.R. Davies is an apt example of this as in his description of their marriages, he fails to mention any of Llewelyn’s daughters by name.[footnoteRef:34] There is more recent work where women are the focus of investigation, but often this concentrates either on women as a general group or on key women in English society where there are more primary sources. [34:  R. R. Davies, History of Wales: Conquest, Coexistence and Change - Wales, 1063-1415 v. 2 (London, England: Oxford University Press), 1987.p.248.] 

We do now have two main sources that focus on Gwenllian and aim to redress the balance – the key source being Lloyds ‘Who was Gwenllian de Lacy’ which references many of the primary sources, but its focus is on identifying the geographic location of her lands, and some details, such as the court case of 1241 are not included. The other is Richards’ work, which references Lloyd and discusses Gwenllian in the context of her sisters and other thirteenth century noblewomen but has less information on her Irish residency. 
Other sources have proved to be contentious and some inaccurate and need to be used with caution. The Rolls of the House of Lacy for example, makes claims about children that are questioned by other academics and makes references to her mother’s marital status and her own burial that are ignored elsewhere. In championing their own family, this work may have taken hearsay as truth, and key assertions are not referenced back to primary or secondary sources so cannot be easily validated. Other articles are incorrect - Lloyd for example, discusses and discounts claims that Gwenllian was married into the family of Henry de Lacy, Earl of Lincoln whilst Synott questions the authenticity of two claims of decent from William. In less academic sources, Wikipedia claims Gwenllian’s mother was Eleanor de Montfort, and Wikitree claims Gwenllian died in Windsor, presumably confusing her with her sister Gwladus.
Our sources therefore must be used with caution, and its also tempting to put a modern-day spin on the evidence and to view Gwenllian through a 21st Century lens.   Little is known, but its enticing to imagine Gwenllian as a strong, intelligent, independent woman, managing her wealth and lands whilst a widow, and facing up to legal challenges in her own right. She lived through turbulent times, spanning part of the reigns of 3 very different Kings of England and seeing the changing fortunes for her paternal family in Wales and marital family in Ireland. Gwenllian was captured in June 1224, and therefore saw first-hand at least some of the skirmishes and battles that were taking place in Celtic lands at this time. This may not be the real Gwenllian de Lacy, but it is an image that can resonate with modern sensibilities. 
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