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Fig. 1: a photograph of Llyn y Fan Fach, the lake associated with the legend of the Meddygon Myddfai. Image Credit: Explore South Wales.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Explore South Wales, 'Llyn Y Fan Fach', n.d.. <https://explore-south-wales-7baff7.ingress-haven.ewp.live/explore/llyn-y-fan-fach/> .] 


INTRODUCTION
By exploring the folklore associated with Rhiwallon of Myddfai, the texts attributed to him and the line of physicians associated with him, this essay aims to gain insight and understanding into Welsh medical practice, and the social impact of being part of a line of skilled individuals. The role Rhiwallon’s mother plays in the story will also be examined, as it provides important context for how women were associated with and disassociated from knowledge and vocation. Finally, the wider significance of Rhiwallon’s story will be discussed, in hopes of illuminating the lasting impact it has had. 
THE LEGEND
The original manuscript containing the legend of the Physicians of Myddfai dates to the late 14th century, and is currently held in the Bodleian Library.[footnoteRef:2] This essay utilises an 1861 English translation of the manuscript, translated by John Pughe and edited by Reverend John Williams.[footnoteRef:3] According to this document, the legend is told as follows:  [2:  Phil Carradice, ‘The Physicians of Myddfai’, BBC Wales History, 18 August 2011 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/waleshistory/2011/08/physicians_of_myddfai.html> [accessed 14 January 2026].]  [3:  John Pughe and Rev. John Williams, ‘The Physicians of Myddvai: Meddygon Myddfai […]', (Llandovery: D.J. Roderic, 1861), pp. 1-470. <https://wellcomecollection.org/works/mebvns2s> [accessed 8 January 2026].] 

A young man, son of a farmer, tended to their cattle who grazed near the Llyn Y Fan Fach. One day, he saw a beautiful woman on the lake. He offered her his bread, but she refused it and dived under the surface of the lake. The next day, he went again to the lake and offered her unbaked dough, which she again refused.[footnoteRef:4] On the third day, he brought lightly baked bread and waited for her. He instead saw cows walking on the surface of the lake, before the lady appeared. She met him, accepted the bread and agreed to be his bride, on condition that she would only stay with him until he delivered upon her ‘three causeless blows’.[footnoteRef:5] She returned into the lake once more, before emerging with her twin sister and their father. The young man had to guess which of the twins was his bride-to-be. One of the ladies moved her foot slightly, and he knew it was her. He had passed the challenge and they would be married. As dowry, the lady’s father gave to the young man many sheep, cattle, goats and horses.[footnoteRef:6] The couple moved away and became farmers, and had three songs. Over several years, the man struck his wife three times, and so she took her dowry animals and left for the lake. Her sons, now fully grown, took to walking and looking for their mother.[footnoteRef:7] One day, she appeared and spoke to the eldest son, Rhiwallon. She told him that his mission on earth was to heal mankind of disease and pain. She gave him a bag full of ingredients and instructions ‘for the preservation of health’.[footnoteRef:8] She told him that he and his family would go on to become the most skilled physicians in the country. Rhiwallon and his sons went on to become physicians to Rhys Gryg, the Prince of Llandovery and Dynevor Castles, who paid them handsomely and furnished them with rank and land. [footnoteRef:9] His benefaction allowed the physicians of Myddfai to provide care and medicines to the poor, free of charge.[footnoteRef:10] Over centuries, Rhiwallon’s sons flourished as physicians, until at least the 19th century.[footnoteRef:11] [4:  John Pughe and Rev. John Williams, ‘The Physicians of Myddvai’, pp. 21-24.]  [5:  John Pughe and Rev. John Williams, ‘The Physicians of Myddvai’, p. 24.]  [6:  John Pughe and Rev. John Williams, ‘The Physicians of Myddvai’, p. 25.]  [7:  John Pughe and Rev. John Williams, ‘The Physicians of Myddvai’, pp. 25-28.]  [8:  John Pughe and Rev. John Williams, ‘The Physicians of Myddvai’, p. 28.]  [9:  John Pughe and Rev. John Williams, ‘The Physicians of Myddvai’, pp. 28-29.]  [10: John Pughe and Rev. John Williams,  ‘The Physicians of Myddvai’, p. 29.]  [11:  John Pughe and Rev. John Williams, ‘The Physicians of Myddvai’, p. 30.] 

THE LEGACY
The legend of the Physicians of Myddfai has held great cultural significance in Wales since at least the 14th century. According to local legend, Rhiwallon’s line continued to practice medicine over several centuries.[footnoteRef:12] The Wales Botanic Garden has created a garden inspired by the recipes in the Meddygon Myddfai, featuring many of the medicinal plants mentioned in the book.[footnoteRef:13] The lake in the legend, Llyn y Fan Fach, is a popular site for nature enthusiasts and tourists, due to the beautiful scenery, abundance of wildlife and deceptively challenging mountain path.[footnoteRef:14] There are many sites of historical significance nearby also, which implies that Llyn y Fan Fach may have been a ‘special place’ far earlier than the legend illustrates.  [12:  ‘BBC -  Phil Carradice, ‘The Physicians of Myddfai’, BBC Wales History, 18 August 2011 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/waleshistory/2011/08/physicians_of_myddfai.html> [accessed 14 January 2026]. ]  [13:  Gardd Fotaneg Genedlaethol Cymru, ‘The Physicians of Myddfai Revisited’, 11 July 2016 <https://botanicgarden.wales/2016/07/physicians-myddfai-revisited/> [accessed 8 January 2026].]  [14:  Explore South Wales, 'Llyn Y Fan Fach', n.d.. <https://explore-south-wales-7baff7.ingress-haven.ewp.live/explore/llyn-y-fan-fach/> .] 

MEDICINAL VALUE
While there are difficulties in translating the Meddygon Myddfai due to regional differences in plant names and a relative lack of sources confirming them, some research has been undertaken on the properties of the plants used in the recipes of the Meddygon Myddfai, with intriguing results that indicate a need for further study.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Charles Wagner, Jillian De Gezelle, and Slavko Komarnytsky, ‘Celtic Provenance in Traditional Herbal Medicine of Medieval Wales and Classical Antiquity’, Frontiers in Pharmacology, 11 (2020), doi:10.3389/fphar.2020.00105.] 

One notable example of the potential value of deeper investigation is the use of foxglove, or Digitalis purpurea L., known in the Myddfai book as Ffiol y ffrud. Foxglove was traditionally used as a remedy for various ailments, including heart disease symptoms like abdominal pain and swelling.[footnoteRef:16] Analysis of the plant revealed that it is rich in digoxin and digitoxin, which have can treat congestive heart failure when dosed correctly. Wagner et al posit that foxglove is a plant with its medicinal origins linked to Celtic cultures.[footnoteRef:17] If the recipes of the physicians of Myddfai are able to be studied with greater depth, and the plants used for those recipes analysed further, it could lead researchers to important new conclusions about traditional remedies, herbal medicine, and even arm scholars with more context about how medieval peoples experienced sickness and treatment. This would be a fascinating development into an already intriguing field.  [16:  Wagner, De Gezelle, and Komarnytsky, ‘Celtic Provenance in Traditional Herbal Medicine of Medieval Wales and Classical Antiquity’, Frontiers in Pharmacology, 11 (2020), doi:10.3389/fphar.2020.00105, see table 2.]  [17:  Wagner, De Gezelle, and Komarnytsky.] 

Another interesting plant mentioned in the Meddygon Myddfai was mugwort, or Artemisia vulgaris, known in the Myddfai book as Gannwreid.[footnoteRef:18] It was listed as a remedy for difficult childbirth, which provides some insight into how reproductive health was experienced during the Medieval period.[footnoteRef:19] Mugwort is contraindicated during pregnancy as it is known to potentially induce miscarriage.[footnoteRef:20] Abortion and miscarriage were generally not socially accepted concepts in Medieval societies, so to see a plant with a reputation in the modern world as a herbal abortifacient in the Myddfai book is surprising.[footnoteRef:21] It is sobering to see, albeit through only one document and therefore not to be taken as hard fact, that a medieval society could sometimes be more compassionate about, and concerned with reproductive healthcare than a modern one.  [18:  Wagner, De Gezelle, and Komarnytsky, ‘Celtic Provenance in Traditional Herbal Medicine of Medieval Wales and Classical Antiquity’, see table 2.]  [19:  Wagner, De Gezelle, and Komarnytsky, ‘Celtic Provenance in Traditional Herbal Medicine of Medieval Wales and Classical Antiquity’, see table 2.]  [20:  Chris Feng, Kathryn E. Fay, and Michele M. Burns, ‘Toxicities of Herbal Abortifacients’, The American Journal of Emergency Medicine, 68 (2023), pp. 42–46, doi:10.1016/j.ajem.2023.03.005, pp. 47-48.]  [21:  Carla Spivack, ‘To Bring down the Flowers: The Cultural Context of Abortion Law in Early Modern England’, William & Mary Journal of Women and the Law, 14 (2007), p. 107.] 

FROM MOTHER TO SON 
Rhiwallon’s mother goes unnamed in the legend, despite playing a vitally important role in it. She is implied to be a fairy from the Llyn Y Fan Fach lake.[footnoteRef:22] The ‘fairy bride’ and ‘lady of the lake’ tropes are common in Welsh folklore, but in this instance, Julliette Wood writes that it appears the lady has been tacked onto the story of Rhiwallon and his line:  [22:  Juliette Wood, ‘The Fairy Bride Legend in Wales’, Folklore, 103.1 (1992), pp. 56–72, pp. 56-58.] 

Print is of course the important word. The Llyn y Fan Fach story appeared in 1861 in the introduction to The Physicians of Myddfai which contained a translation of the medical texts associated with this family and an introduction containing a long, printed English version of the tale. This is the first time this story of an otherworld bride was attached to the quite genuine, but presumably independent, traditions and medieval medical texts associated with this family of famous physicians.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Wood, ‘The Fairy Bride Legend in Wales’, p. 56.] 

This is an interesting realisation and leads to questions about why, this being the case, the story of the lady was brought in. One intriguing motif in the story of the Physicians of Myddfai is that of the mother ‘passing the torch’ to her son. In a period of time where women’s autonomy and societal roles were changing, it almost seems metaphorical to see a woman passing scores of folk remedies and medical knowledge down to a man. The line of Rhiwallon, which supposedly carried on until the 1970s, only consisted of male doctors. Women were not permitted to study and practice medicine officially in Britain until the late 19th century, though they likely defied these rules and practiced in an unofficial capacity.[footnoteRef:24] As Welsh society became more Christianised, it would have become important for women to adhere to strict societal roles and for men to be the ones in control. Healthcare, being one of the most important aspects of a society, would naturally become men’s domain. One cannot help but think of the ‘appeal to authority’ logical fallacy when reading the tale of Rhiwallon and his line.[footnoteRef:25] Medicine, which was becoming formalised in a more Christian society, was passed down from a fairy woman to a mortal man, who could then use that knowledge to heal the sick, while she retired to her own realm. A ‘newly’ Christian society may find comfort and a sense of surety in knowledge that came from the pre-Christian, mystical world that they were used to, so the tale of the Physicians of Myddfai may have soothed people in a culture that was changing at a dizzying pace, and helped to keep alive some important pre-Christian stories and values.  [24:  Roger Jeffery, ‘Women Who Qualified as Doctors in the United Kingdom, 1877–1914: Birthplaces, Parentage and Training’, Journal of the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh, 55.2 (2025), pp. 123–31, doi:10.1177/14782715251333612. ]  [25:  Science Exposed, 'Expert Opinion / Appeal to Authority', n.d. <http://ds-wordpress.haverford.edu/psych2015/projects/chapter/expert-opinionappeal-to-authority/> [accessed 14 January 2026].] 

CONCLUSION
The Meddygon Myddfai is a fascinating document for many academic fields; the recipes and remedies listed in the book hold potential medical and scientific significance, and the tale of Rhiwallon and the Lady in the lake are culturally important and provide valuable insight into medieval Welsh life and legend. The Physicians of Myddfai are part of a strong medical tradition in Wales, perhaps one of the earliest elements of it, and the story has been an important part of Welsh culture for centuries, only ‘ending’ in the 1970s with the last of Rhiwallon’s line. There are many thought-provoking aspects of the legend, from the lady in the lake and fairy bride motif, to the ‘inherited’ nature of the knowledge and vocation of Rhiwallon and his descendants, to the way the two stories intermingle and almost seems to mirror aspects of each other. There is much more that could be said about this story, and it feels as though the surface has only just been scratched. It would be very interesting to see more research being undertaken when it comes to the plants and remedies in the books, specifically into the female-centric examples. 
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