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Wales Rediscovered
—Part4 -
Welsh Legends and Thomas Love Peacock’s The Misfortunes of Elphin

El B IS

Yoshiga, Norio

Abstract Thomas Love Peacock wrote an Arthurian novel, The Misfortunes of Elphin, in 1829 adapting three classical
Welsh legends, "Cantre'r Gwaelod" or "The Drowning of the Bottom Hundred", Hanes Taliesin or The Story of Taliesin
and Vita Gildae or The Life of Gildas. He modified the story of "Cantre'r Gwaelod" for the opening part of the novel.
We can meet there Prince Seithenyn, one of the three immortal drunkards of the isle of Britain, who says "There is
nothing so dangerous as innovation," and actually does nothing.

Peacock adapted Hanes Taliesin for the main plot of his novel. Hanes Taliesin is the story of a famous Welsh bard,
Taliesin, who liberates his master Elphin captured by King Maelgon. Taliesin in the novel, however, does not try to
liberate Elphin by himself but comes to King Arthur's court, Caer Lleon, in order to ask for his help. The episode of the
abduction of Queen Gwenyvar (Guinevere) by King Melvas and her liberation in Vita Gildae is used for the concluding
part of the novel as a double plot of Elphin's imprisonment and his liberation. Because of the adapted episode, The
Misfortunes of Elphin became an Arthurian novel with Welsh background. Peacock successfully could create a very

interesting Arthurian legend with a strong Welsh flavour.
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Os wyt ti yn bur i mi
Fel rwyf fiynburiti
Mal un, dau, tri, pedwar, pump, chwech
Meddai clychau Aberdyfi.
Un, dau, tri, pedwar, pump, chwech, saitha
Mal un, dau tr1, pedwar, pump, chwech
Meddai clychau Aberdyfi.

(Clychau Aberdyfi)?
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“Decay,” said Seithenyn, “is one thing, and danger is

another. Every thing that is old must decay. That the
embankment is old, I am free to confess; that it is
somewhat rotten in parts, I will not altogether deny; that
it is any the worse for that, I do most sturdily gainsay.
It does its business well: it works well: it keeps out the
water from the land, and it lets in the wine upon the High
Commission of Embankment. Cupbearer, fill. Our
ancestors were wiser than we: they built it in their
wisdom; and, if we should be so rash as to try to mend it,
we should only mar it.”
(The Misfortunes of Elphin, p. 15.)
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“That is the beauty of it,” said Seithenyn.  “Some parts
of it are rotten, and some parts of it are sound . . . But I
say, that parts that are rotten give elasticity to those that
are sound: they give them elasticity, elasticity, elasticity.
If it were all sound, it would break by its own obstinate
stiffness: the soundness is checked by the rottenness, and
the stiffness is balanced by the elasticity. There is
nothing so dangerous as innovation.”

(The Misfortunes of Elphin, p. 15-16.)
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In the coracle lay a sleeping child, clothed in splendid
apparel. Angharad took it in her arms. The child opened
its eyes, and stretched its little arms towards her with a
smile; and she uttered in delight and wonder at its
surpassing beauty, the exclamation of  "Taliesin!"
"Radiant brow!"

(The Misfortunes of Elphin, p. 47.)
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The summer night was still and bright,
The summer moon was large and clear,
The frail bark, on the springtide's height,
Was floated into Elphin's weir.
The baby in his arms he raised:
His lovely spouse stood by, and gazed,
And, blessing it with gentle vow,
Cried "TALIESIN!" "Radiant brow!"
(The Misfortunes of Elphin, p. 143.)
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“They have not made it know to me,” said Seithenyn,
“for the best of all reasons, that one can only know the
truth ; for, if that which we think we know is not truth, it

is something which we do not know. A man cannot know
his own death ; for, while he knows nay thing, he is
alive ; at least, I never heard of a dead man who knew
any thing, or pretended to know any thing: if he had so
pretended, I should have told him to his face he was no
dead man.”

(The Misfortunes of Elphin, p.94.)
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“Your mode of reasoning,” said Taliesin, “unques-
tionably éorresponds with what I have heard of
Seithenyn’s : but how is it possible Seithenyn can be
living?”
(The Misfortunes of Elphin, p.94.)
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“... I can tell you what,” he added, in a very low voice,
cocking his eye, and putting his finger on his lips, “he
(King Melvas) has got in -this very castle the finest
woman in Britain.”

(The Misfortunes of Elphin, p. 97.)
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Three things that will always swallow, and never be
satisfied: the sea; a burial ground; and a king.
( The Misfortunes of Elphin, p.74.)
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...Gwalchmai ap Gwyar the Courteous, the nephew of
Arthur; Caradoc, “Colofn Cymry,” the Pillar of Cambria,
whose lady, as above noticed, was the mirror of chastity;
and Trystan ap Tallwch, the lover of the beautiful Essylit,
the daughter, or, according to some, the wife, of his
uncle March ap Meirchion; persons known to all the
world, as Sir Gawain, Sir Cradock, and Sir Tristram.

( The Misfortunes of Elphin, p108.)
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