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Summary
Alan Garner first came to prominence in the 1960s as a children's fantasy novelist with the publication of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen.  The novel received critical acclaim and was followed by a sequel, The Moon of Gomrath, and the stand alone books Elidor and The Owl Service.  A major influence in all of them is mythology and folk/traditional  tales. Garner draws his inspiration from international cultures but has stated that he has not written any book not 'solidly derived from Celtic material'.

Alan Garner is a native of the Alderley Edge area of Cheshire and, with the exception of The Owl Service, his early novels are all set there, but his love for  Welsh language/literature began in his boyhood when he first heard spoken Welsh.  What he calls the 'music' of the language led him to The Mabinogion and Preideu Annwfn, which he states he drew on to make the names of his otherworldly characters more authentic. 
In this dissertation I contend that Garner's Celtic inspiration runs deeper than just some genuine-sounding names. I argue that he was incorporating not just Celtic characters into his work, but also Celtic themes such as the nature of time and the breaking of taboos.  I explore the rich variety of Celtic sources that Garner drew upon, not just from Wales but from Ireland and Scotland too, and analyse his methods of using them.  This involves a detailed examination of his characters, his use of significant objects, animals and places,  and of the thematic content of the early novels and the extent to which they echo themes found in Celtic literature.
INTRODUCTION: 'Them old tales is all we got'

Alan Garner was born and brought up in Alderley Edge in Cheshire.  His paternal forebears had been settled there for a number of generations and it was from family members that he learned about and grew to love local traditions and folklore;  his grandfather first told him the legend of Alderley that inspired his first novel.
  
The Weirdstone of Brisingamen was published in 1960, when he was still in his early twenties; it was followed in 1963 by a sequel, The Moon of Gomrath. 
  Garner produced two further novels in the 1960s, Elidor and The Owl Service which, like the first two, were marketed as children's fiction, partly because of the magical and fantasy elements in their plots but probably mainly because their major protagonists were children or adolescents. 
 Garner himself, however,  denied that he aimed the books at a younger audience:

I do not write for children, but entirely for myself.  Yet I do write for some children, and have done so from the beginning [...] The age of the individual does not necessarily relate to the maturity.  Therefore in order to connect, the book must be written for all levels of experience.  This means that any given piece of text must work at a simple plot level, so that the reader is compelled to turn the page, if only to find out what happens next; and it must also work for me and for every stage of reader in between.
  
I will suggest in this paper that in these four novels, Garner drew on mythology, and particularly Celtic mythology, not only as a means of achieving the sense of adventure, heroism and menace to be found in his stories, but also because he found in it the universal connection with all levels of reader that he sought.

Garner has written and lectured extensively on the significance of myth to his writing.  In the interview  'Coming to Terms' in 1970 he stated:
[...] myth is not an attempt to entertain, it is an attempt to explain something.  Originally people did not sit around and cook up fairy stories to get through the long winter evenings.  They were trying to come to terms with their environment, so you find that over millennia myth contains crystallized human experience and very powerful imagery.  This imagery is useful for a writer if he uses it responsibly. 

Again, commenting on the power of myth, Garner said in 1974:
Myth is a very condensed form of experience - it is very highly worked material.  It has passed through unknown individual subconsciousnesses, until it has become almost pure energy.

Robin Walsh has stated that 'a full scale study of Garner's work would call for extensive research among Celtic, Scandinavian and other mythology as well as in widespread fields of folklore, anthropology, history and pre-history'.
  To date such a comprehensive undertaking has not been attempted.  Those coming closest include Neil Philip whose 1981 critical study of Garner's work to that date noted many of Garner's allusions to mythology.
  C W Sullivan III included Garner in his study of the uses made of Welsh Celtic myth by six modern fantasy authors, but in Garner's case focused only on The Owl Service.
  
The scope of this paper does not permit the type of multi-disciplinary exploration envisaged by Walsh, but it provides an opportunity to look more closely at the breadth of Garner's sources in Celtic mythology.  Garner has written:
I have to admit to a weakness for Celtic legends [...] For me, no other people were so rich and terrifying in their imagination.  They found no need to explain; the stories often appear to be strung together at random - and yet there is always the feeling that everything is very simple.  We are looking at a real and brilliant and logical world through strange glass.

He has also stated:
[...] there is not a single book I have written that is not [...] solidly derived from Celtic material [...] What I owe to the Celtic mind is the realisation that language is music and it is that which I must write.  It is so completely a part of my psyche [...]

A schoolboy visit to Tomen y Mur close to Llyn Trawsfynydd gave Garner his first opportunity to hear spoken Welsh.  He became fascinated with 'those few seconds of music' to such an extent that on his return home he sought out every opportunity to listen to Welsh language programmes on the radio, though at that time 'lack of facilities' prevented him learning the language himself.
  Three years later, in a quest to ensure that the names of the fantasy characters in his first novel sounded authentic, he turned to Skene's Four Ancient Books of Wales and discovered The Mabinogion; this led him in turn to Preiddeu Annwfyn and what he describes as, 'my reworking [...] or pillaging [...] of The Mabinogion and most other Celtic texts' had begun.

This paper will examine the ways in which Garner utilised this 'reworked' or 'pillaged' Celtic  material within his first four novels.  By focusing on the characters, creatures, objects and places he introduces into his work and the themes he employs, it will identify the range and origin of Garner's Celtic sources, the extent, depth and subtlety with which he uses them, and how and when he signals these uses to his reader.
SECTION ONE: 'An old name and bears much honour' - Heroes and Villains.
 

The Weirdstone of Brisingamen is prefaced by the author's retelling of the legend of Alderley, in which long ago a farmer on his way to an autumn market to sell his milk-white mare is persuaded by a mysterious old man to enter a cavern beneath Alderley Edge, within which the way is marked by 'a light, subdued but beautiful' .
 There he finds one hundred and forty sleeping knights all but one of whom are accompanied by a white horse.  The old man  tells the farmer that the enchanted knights are awaiting the day when they will be called to save England from dire peril.  He offers to buy the farmer's horse in return for as much treasure as can be carried from an adjoining cave; the farmer eagerly accepts the bargain, fills his clothing and hands with riches and quickly finds himself hurried out of the cavern, and left alone on the hillside.

The legend had been a part of the folklore of Alderley since long before Garner's time.  It falls within a genre of folk tale described as 'the King asleep in the Mountain'.
 Probably the best known British version of the genre is that of King Arthur, who is said by Geoffrey of Monmouth in The History of the Kings of Britain to have been 'carried off to the Isle of Avalon, so that his wounds might be attended to', following his last battle at Camlann.
 The implication here and in Geoffrey's Vita Merlini  is that Arthur will survive his wounds in order to return when needed.
 A similar legend exists in some versions of the story of the Irish hero Finn Mac Cumhaill who was also said to be 'asleep in a hidden cave, from which he would emerge to save Ireland from danger'.

Garner's version of the legend does not specifically identify the sleeping warriors, although in the latter part of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen he does provide a clue, as will be examined later, that they are Arthur and his knights.   In a lecture given in 1977 he indicated that for his own part he considered the Alderley legend to be part of  'a Celtic cosmos, not an English one' because he discerned in it elements appropriate to the celebration of the Celtic festival of Samhain; 'a mortal , riding the sacred white horse in a sacred place at a sacred time, "dawn on a day at the end of October" [...] the divide between summer and winter'.
 His comments suggest that he envisaged the background against which The Weirdstone of Brisingamen is set as being predominantly Celtic.
The significance of the legend to the rest of the novel lies in the fact that Garner imagines that while collecting the payment for his horse, the farmer unknowingly snatched the eponymous Weirdstone of Brisingamen, a magic crystal that contains and binds the enchantment which maintains the sleeping warriors safe within the cavern (named Fundindelve in the book).  By the mid-twentieth century, the stone has become part of a bracelet belonging to Susan, one of the two children who are the central characters in the novel.  Susan has called the crystal her 'tear', and has noticed in its heart 'a twisting column of blue fire, always moving, never ending, alive and very beautiful'.
 So long as this column of fire can be seen within the crystal, the enchantment, signified by the beautiful light in the cavern, is maintained and the safety of the sleepers  assured. Susan's brother Colin is her companion in the ensuing action of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen, which describes their desperate efforts, having realised the significance of Susan's 'tear', to return the weirdstone to Fundindelve and prevent it from falling into the hands of the evil Selina Place (also called The Morrigan), and her followers, who seek to destroy it and through it Fundindelve and the sleeping warriors.  
The children are assisted in their quest by two dwarf warriors, Fenodyree and his cousin Durathror.  During his first meeting with Colin, Durathror describes the boy as 'the Young Dog', to which Colin takes offence until he is assured that it is 'an old name and bears much honour'.
 This is the first allusion in the novel to the story of the prodigious Irish hero, Cú Chulainn, the hound of Culann, (the name from which 'Colin' derives) and begins Garner's interweaving of incidents from the Irish legend with the events of his story.
In the story found in The Táin as a child Cú Chulainn singlehandedly killed the fierce hound of the blacksmith Culann when it attacked him one night.  In recompense for the animal's death the child pledged to Culann, '"I will be your hound to guard your cattle and yourself"', thus earning his nickname.
   This episode is echoed by Colin's defence of his sister when they are attacked by one of Selina Place's  monstrous dogs, as they attempt to retrieve the weirdstone from her house after her co-conspirator Grimnir has forcibly removed it from Susan's wrist :
The hound was biting at the chair legs and trying to paw them down.  Wood crunched and splinters flew, and the chair drooped in Colin's hands, but he was there. He hurled the chair at the snarling head and fell backwards into the cupboard.

Garner's echoing of the story of Cú Chulainn at this point in his novel not only highlights Colin's courage and dedication to his sister  but also foreshadows the immense and elemental forces against which the children will have to contend.  In addition the use of Cú Chulainn's legend presages the eventual fate of  the dwarf Durathror, as explained in the following paragraphs.  
Durathror is introduced as 'Prince of the Huldrafolk', a name, like a number of others in the book, which Garner derives from Norse mythology.
  Neil Philip asserts that 'most of the mythic associations of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen are Scandinavian', but whilst there is no doubt that Garner does draw inspiration from the Norse legends,  Durathror appears to have at least as many Celtic connections.
    His sword is Dyrnwyn, one of the Thirteen Treasures of the Island of Britain, also known as White Hilt, 'the Sword of Rhydderch the Generous: if a well-born man drew it himself, it burst into flame from its hilt to its tip'.
 Durathror's sword is described as springing 'from her sheath in an arc of light''.
  Amongst his many oaths Durathror swears '[...] by the blade of Osla!'
, the miraculous dagger of Osla Gyllellfawr,  referred to in the invocation list in How Culhwch Won Olwen which, when placed across a river could form 'bridge enough for the men of the Three Islands of Britain and her Three Adjacent Islands, and their booty.'
  Durathror also possesses the magic elven cloak , Valham, which appears to give him the power of flight in a way that seems not to be discernible to the naked eye ('His cloak swirled about him, and he landed lightly on his feet with as little disturbance as if he had skipped from the bottom treads of a staircase'
), making it reminiscent of the invisibility cloak worn by Caswallon when he killed Caradog and the seven men left to guard Britain during Bendigeidfran's absence in Ireland in the Second Branch of The Mabinogi, 
 or of Arthur's mantle 'Gwen', another of the Thirteen Treasures of Britain, which allowed the person wrapped in it to 'see everyone, yet no one could see him.'

In portraying the death of Durathror, Garner returns to the story of Cú Chulainn for inspiration.  Surrounded on a Pennine hilltop by the gathering forces of Grimnir and Selina Place, Colin, Susan, Fenodyree and Durathror see the wizard Cadellin (the old man of Garner's version of the legend of Alderley and guardian of the sleeping warriors) approaching them but he is too far away for them to be able to give him the weirdstone before they are overwhelmed.  In a desperate attempt to draw the forces of evil away from the children and to reach the wizard in time, Durathror takes the crystal and uses Valham to attempt to fly to him.  However, he is brought down and severely wounded by Selina Place's army of vicious shape-shifted carrion crows and forced to make a last defence at the standing stone of Clulow. Garner describes the scene as follows:
So Durathror came to the pillar of stone.  He put his back against it, and unclasped his belt.  Loosening it, he threw it round the column, and buckled it tightly under his arms so that he should not fall.  When this was done, he grasped Dyrnwyn in both hands, and waited [...]  the svarts halted, none wanting to be the first to cross the open ground and meet that sword.

Cú Chulainn's last battle is described in almost exactly the same terms:
He came then to a territory a great [distance] west of the lake, and his vision failed him, and he goes towards a pillar-stone in the plain, and placed his body-belt around it so that he might not die sitting or lying down, [but rather] so that he might die standing. Thereafter the men came around him, and they did not dare approach him. They thought he was alive.

Even after death both heroes continue to inspire dread in their enemies, and in Cú Chulainn's case only a goddess in the form of a crow eventually has the courage to approach him: Garner describes the similar way in which a carrion crow, which probably embodies the shapeshifting Selina Place, cautiously approaches the dead Durathror:
It spiralled down [...] and came to rest on top of the standing-stone [...] Closer to the drooping warrior it came, closer [...] closer, and settled on his shoulder. But Durathror did not move.  His trial was over.

By creating these links with the Celtic legend of Cú Chulainn, Alan Garner is able to imbue his dwarf hero with the same epic qualities of nobility and tragedy.

All of Garner's other dwarf characters can also be traced back to Celtic origins in one way or another.  Fenodyree  is more avuncular and less war-like than Durathror, and this seems to be in keeping with the association of his name in Manx folklore with 'helpful beings who would carry out tasks to assist humans'.
  These goblin-like beings are described as being hairy and having fiery eyes, much in line with Garner's first description of Fenodyree, who is said to have 'two eyes, black as sloes, set in a leathery face, bearded and bushy-browed.'
 

In his second novel, The Moon of Gomrath, a sequel to The Weirdstone of Brisingamen, in which Colin and Susan encounter new adventures and perils through their connection to the magical world, Garner introduces two new dwarf characters .  Uthecar Hornskin is similar to both Durathror and Fenodyree, being both a brave warrior and a faithful and kind companion to the children.  Uthecar's name is drawn from that of the father of the Irish warrior Celtchar mac Uthechair, who features in the same Ulster Cycle of tales as Cú Chulainn and who is known chiefly for his spear, the Luin of Celtchar, which is so bloodthirsty that 'a caldron full of poison is needed to quench it when a deed of manslaying is expected' to prevent  it from catching fire and killing its bearer.

The second dwarf character in The Moon of Gomrath represents a departure for Garner in that for the first time he creates an evil dwarf who is in the service of Selina Place rather than Cadellin.  In the second half of the novel Pelis the False is responsible for abducting Colin, paving the way for his captivity in the ghostly Errwood Hall from which Susan, Uthecar and their allies are forced to rescue him and are thus lured within the power of a vengeful Selina Place.
Around the time that The Moon of Gomrath was in preparation a number of authors were publishing the results of research into the Celtic origins of the Arthurian legends. R.S.  Loomis and Vernon J. Harward both put forward the theory that the ultimate origin for the many dwarf characters in those legends was the Welsh mythological figure Beli.  The origins of Beli and his eventual association with the dwarf kings of the Arthurian tales seem both complex and somewhat obscure.  The name appears as that of a kinsman (possibly brother, although Proinsias MacCana suggests uncle) of Bran, known as Bendigeidfran in the Second Branch of The Mabinogion. 
 It is also that of a legendary king of Britain, Beli Mawr.
  It is also suggested that Beli may have been a Welsh god of the sea and that it was this association that identified him as a dwarf, since many dwarves were believed, in Welsh tradition, to live below ground or underwater.
  Harward writes: 'Although the references to Beli which survive in Welsh tradition do not explicitly call him a dwarf, there is evidence that he was known as the diminutive king of a supernatural realm.'
 

Harward also noted that many of the dwarfs in medieval Arthurian tales bore names such as Bilis, Belins or Pelles and suggested that:
the Welsh Beli plus the Old French nominative ending of s becomes Bilis or Belins [...] There remains only the change of the voiced b to the voiceless p to produce Pelles.
  
In naming his dwarf character Pelis, Garner may have been influenced by research such as that of Harward and Loomis, or he may simply have derived the name directly from the Arthurian tales themselves, but either way it appears that the character has Celtic origins.  Pelis's duplicitous and malevolent  nature is also not without precedent in Celtic mythology, where creatures such as the lake monster (or afanc) in Peredur Son of Efrog or the invading Coraniaid in Lludd and Llefelys, are sometimes identified as dwarves.

In an endnote to The Moon of Gomrath Garner explicitly acknowledges the sources he drew on to write the novel.
  The first of those he cites is The Destruction of Da Derga's Hostel, which describes the life and death of the fated Irish king Conaire Mór.  As the story unfolds Conaire is unable to avoid breaking a series of gessi or taboos to which he is subjected; each instance of broken faith leads him inexorably towards his death at Da Derga's Hostel.  The death of Cú Chulainn, referred to above, was also foreshadowed by the breaking of a taboo, as the hero was forced either to eat the flesh of a dog, which was forbidden to him for totemistic reasons, or else to refuse  hospitality which had been offered to him, which was considered to be a more blameworthy act.

Rule-breaking, deliberate or otherwise, is also an underlying theme in The Moon of Gomrath.  Susan in particular seems driven to take a number of risks against the advice of those around her, leading both her and Colin into situations which ultimately and inexorably change both of them forever.  As the book opens, for example,  the children are yearning for further contact with the magical world that has been denied to them since the events of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen, and go alone to try to enter the gates of Fundindelve as night approaches, against the advice of their guardian Gowther Mossock; as a result they only narrowly avoid an encounter with the evil entity, the Brollachan.  Similarly, having been reunited with Cadellin, unwillingly on his part ('It is against my wishes that you are here now'
), Susan further ignores his misgivings by lending her protective bracelet, the Mark of Fohla, to Atlendor the elf lord.  As a result she is made vulnerable when, having gone out alone, despite the unease of everyone around her, she encounters the Brollachan once more and is possessed by it.

The series of broken taboos which leads Conaire Mór to his death includes  a prohibition against following three 'deirgs' or 'red men' into the house of Deirg, an alternative name for  Da Derga's hostel.  However as Conaire seeks refuge in the hostel from his rebellious foster brothers and their ally Ingcel the One-Eyed he sees ahead of him on the road three horsemen also making their way there:
Three red frocks had they, and three red mantles: three red bucklers they bore, and three red spears were in their hands: three red steeds they bestrode, and three red heads of hair were on them.  Red were they all, both body and hair and raiment, both steeds and men. 

Garner notes that he made his portrayal of The Wild Hunt in The Moon of Gomrath 'Irish in manner and bloodiness' since to him they 'seemed to be close to the Ulster Cycle of myth',
 and it is clear that the above description of  Conaire's red riders provided particular inspiration.  Once again breaking a taboo, albeit one she is unaware of, Susan lights a fire on the Beacon, a Bronze Age barrow on Alderley Edge, on what we later learn to be the Eve of Gomrath; this is a significant day which is clearly intended to be linked to the Celtic feast of Samhain, given that only a few days earlier in the action of the novel the weather in Alderley had been described as 'too warm for the beginning of winter'.
  The events in The Destruction of Da Derga's Hostel also take place on the eve of Samhain.
  The combination of the location, the date and the type of wood the children gather to light their fire (wendwood, a mix of pine and rowan, the latter particularly symbolic of death and rebirth in Celtic mythology) creates a magic which calls forth from the mound the first three riders of the twelve that make up the Wild Hunt.
  Garner describes their emergence in terms which call to mind Conaire's three 'deirgs':
They were dressed all in red: red were their tunics, and red their cloaks; red their eyes, and red their long manes of hair bound back with circlets of red gold; three red shields on their backs, and three red spears in their hands; three red horses under them, and red was the harness.  Red were they all, weapons and clothing and hair, both horses and men.

Garner's red riders announce themselves to be 'the Horsemen of Donn',
 while those appearing in The Destruction of Da Derga's Hostel state that they 'ride the steeds of Donn Tetscorach from the elfmounds.  Though we are alive we are dead.'
 Donn is believed to have been the Irish god of the dead.
 
The awakened red riders call forth from other prehistoric mounds on Alderley Edge  the remaining members of the Wild Hunt and Garner echoes once again The Destruction of Da Derga's Hostel, in describing each new group of riders as they appear.  He writes of the sons of Argatron, for example:
Their cloaks were white, fastened with clasps of gold, and a whip was in the hand of each.  Their hair was yellow, tight curled as a ram's head, and their horses white as the first snow of winter on the black mountain of the lean north wind.

Spying on the many warriors lodged in the hostel alongside Conaire, Ingcel describes the same group as follows:

Three cropt heads of hair on them, three frocks they wore, and three mantles wrapt around them.  A whip in the hand of each.

In his portrayal of the emergence of the Wild Hunt Garner seems to be employing a storytelling device widely used in Celtic tales; similar lists of brightly clad warriors armed with various fearsome weapons are found in a number of other Celtic heroic tales including The Dream of Rhonabwy, The Táin, Bricriu's Feast and The Intoxication of the Ulaid.
 As Jeffrey Gantz writes 'descriptive catalogues of this sort were important to the Celts - both as literary set pieces and as a matter of record'.
 In Garner's novel, the unnatural colouring of the riders and their horses, and the repetitiveness of their summoning from the mounds heightens the sense of menace and the supernatural in these scenes.
At the climax of the awakening of the Wild Hunt is the appearance of their antlered leader, by Garner's own testimony a version of Herne the Hunter, who names himself as 'he that is called Gorlassar [...] Garanhir, the torment of battle.'
 Here Garner is repurposing names that appear in other contexts in Welsh literature, both having a link to the semi-historical, semi-legendary poet Taliesin. The name 'Gorlassar' appears in The Book of Taliesin as part of 'The Death-song of Uther Pendragon', the legendary father of King Arthur.
  'Garanhir' refers to Gwyddno Garanhir, supposed ruler of Cantre'r Gwaelod a sunken lost land off the Welsh coast, who was the father of Taliesin's foster father Elffin; 'Garanhir' means Long Shanks and is consequently appropriate for the leader of the Wild Hunt, who Garner describes as 'huge and powerful [...] at least seven feet tall'.
  
So far I have examined only those characters of Alan Garner in The Weirdstone of Brisingamen and The Moon of Gomrath who, like the Celtic heroes he draws upon, exercise power through physical prowess, skill in arms, courage and daring.   The next sections of this paper will focus on those whose existence is more mysterious  and enigmatic, and who employ more arcane skills to achieve their ends. I will also begin to examine Garner's continued use of Celtic themes in his third novel, Elidor.
SECTION TWO: 'They Help But May Not Save' - Fairies and Wizards
 

Whereas Alan Garner's dwarves are generally at ease with and sympathetic towards the mortal world, his other magical characters are often aloof from or indifferent towards humans, if not at times openly hostile; at best they seem willing but constrained in their relations with them.  The former  attitude is displayed by the lios alfar or elves of light, and is vividly portrayed in The Moon of Gomrath, in Colin and Susan's first meeting with the elf lord, Atlendor.  Without any warning or explanation he fires an arrow at them and then abruptly leaves them, even though later we learn that he needs their help. 
  

Unlike Tolkien's elves, who are generally thought of as being taller than men, Garner describes his elves as 'a small people, not more than four feet high, deep chested, with narrow waists, and long slender arms and legs,' who ride  small white horses.
 These characteristics make them similar to the Tylwyth Teg or Fair Kindred of Welsh folklore, who T Gwynn Jones describes as 'comely, frequently beautiful'.
 
He also notes that their horses are 'of the size of hares, or of dogs, generally white...'
 
The leader of the Tylwyth Teg is usually said to be Gwyn ap Nudd who is identified with the king of the Otherworld, Annwn, and who appears in How Culhwch Won Olwen as both a member of Arthur's warband and one of the would be lovers of Creiddylad.
 Garner's elf lord also has a connection to How Culhwch Won Olwen since his name and that of several of his followers is drawn from the invocation list in the earlier part of the tale; in addition to Atlendor son of Naf, the list includes Anwas Edeiniog (Anwas the Winged) and Ermid son of Erbin.
 Garner draws other elf names from a variety of Celtic sources; for example Airmid (mentioned as an elf in The Weirdstone of Brisingamen)
 is the daughter of the physician Dian Cecht of the Tuatha Dé Danann.
 
In The Weirdstone of Brisingamen Garner had previously provided some justification for Atlendor's hostility towards humans.  Durathror explains to the children that the industry and pollution of men has forced the lios alfar to take refuge in the remotest areas of Britain: 
Some [...] fled to the mountains of Sinadon, some to the Isle of Iwerdon across the Westwater, and others past the Depths of Dinsel in the south.  But most went north [...] to far Prydein, even beyond Minith Bannawg.
 
In listing these place names Durathror is revealing that the elves now dwell only in the far Celtic regions of the British Isles: geographically Sinadon is in North West Wales, close to Anglesey; Iwerdon (or Iwerddon) is the Welsh name for Ireland; Dinsel is Cornwall; and 'beyond Minith Bannawg' seems to refer to the north of Scotland, beyond the Kingdom of Strathclyde - the name Bannawg may relate to Bannockburn, the scene of the historic battle.  As Mynydd Bannog (the Horned Mountain) it is also the scene of one of the tasks that Culhwch must carry out in order to win Olwen.
 Garner confirms in the notes to The Moon of Gomrath that he intended his elves to dwell in areas such as Anglesey,  Snowdonia, Cornwall, Northern Scotland and the Grampians.

The elves have been accompanied into their exile by mysterious figures who are men but who are nevertheless not of the same human world as that inhabited by Colin and Susan.  The reader first meets one of these characters in the latter stages of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen; the children, together with the dwarves and Gowther Mossock, are making a long cross country journey on foot to return the weirdstone to Cadellin, when Colin realises that they are being followed:
He was tall and sparely built.... Black riding-boots, silver spurred, came to his knees; on his head a wide-brimmed hat.  His hair, green as a raven's wing, curled on his shoulders, framing a lean brown face.  Small gold rings pierced his ears; and his eyes were blue - a fierce blue....

This is Gaberlunzie, whose name is drawn from a medieval Scots word for a beggar.
  It is possible that Garner  may have found the name in a passage from Thomas Hardy's The Mayor of Casterbridge in which the Scot Donald Farfrae describes his homeland:
There are not perpetual snow and wolves at all in it! - except snow in winter, [...] and a "gaberlunzie" or two stalking about here and there.

The quotation is apt, given that the children's journey is being made across a snowy landscape brought about through Selina Place's invocation of Fimbulwinter, the extended cold season preceding Ragnarok in Norse mythology , and that the story will climax in the destructive arrival of the vicious cloud-wolf of Ragnarok, Managarm.
Gaberlunzie's role in the novel is fleeting; thanks to the extraordinary abilities of his horse which he tells the doubtful Gowther 'is not of earthly stock', he is able to carry the children and all three of their companions almost to their meeting point with Cadellin, helping them to avoid the pursuit of their enemies, before he blends into the mist and out of their sight.
  A similar character (or possibly the same character in a different guise) plays a more prominent role in The Moon of Gomrath.
Albanac, whose name in Middle Irish means 'a Scotsman' or 'Scottish' (Albanach)
, makes his first appearance at the beginning of the novel alongside Atlendor and Uthecar as they encounter Colin and Susan during a hunt for the Brollachan. Wishing to ensure the safety of the children, it is Albanac who goes against the command of Cadellin and brings them back to Fundinelve.  

Garner's initial description of Albanac is reminiscent of Gaberlunzie:
[...] a tall man, himself clothed in black [...] His straight hair hung black upon his shoulders, gold glinted at his ear, and his eyes were like burning ice.  A deep-crowned, wide-brimmed hat was on his head, and about his shoulders was a cloak fastened with a silver buckle.

Like Gaberlunzie, Albanac also rides a black horse of supernatural ability, as revealed in the episode in which Colin is rescued from the figure stalking him on the road to Macclesfield, which we later understand to be Garanhir, the leader of the Wild Hunt.

[...] the horse leapt away with all the tempest of its fairy blood, and the speed of its going drove questions back into Colin's throat.

In a later scene the horse is named as 'Melynlas, the foal of Caswallawn, and one of the Three High-Mettled Horses of Prydein'. The name is drawn from one of the groups that form the 'Triads of the Horses', appearing in triad 38, which lists the 'Three Bestowed Horses of the Island of Britain'.  Melynlas (or Meinlas) is here named alongside 'Melyngar Mangre, the horse of Lleu Llaw Gyffes' and 'Lluagor, the horse of Caradawg Wreichuras'. 

Despite his similarity to Gaberlunzie the children show no recognition of Albanac, and Garner gives the reader no other clue at this point as to whether the two characters should be considered one and the same.  As the novel draws to an end, however, there is a suggestion that this could be the case.  In the final battle at Errwood House, Albanac is wounded and carried from the battleground by the lios alfar.  Colin and Susan look for him  after the fighting has ended but are unable to find him and when Colin asks if he is dead,  Uthecar replies '"Not as you would have it, [...] Say rather that in this world he has changed his life [...] He will come again."'
  There seems to be an inference here that he may have already returned from a previous existence, possibly that as Gaberlunzie.  The notion of rebirth is not without precedent in Celtic myth; for example, the grandmother (or in some versions mother) of Conaire Mór, Édain daughter of Édar, was a reincarnation of Édain Echraidhe, daughter of Ailill and second wife of Midhir.

In one of the more eerie passages of the novel, Albanac's passing is preceded by the howling of a large black dog, which appears at Errwood Hall '[...] so indistinct [...] as to appear to be made of smoke' and then as quickly vanishes again;  Albanac is dismayed by the sound of the dog, which he calls 'The Howl of Ossar'.
 Garner is once again here  making direct use of an episode from The Destruction of Da Derga's Hostel.  Ossar is the hound of Conaire Mór; on the night of the raid on the hostel Conaire is awoken from sleep by his hound's howling three times, and predicts '"The howl of Ossar ...a night to destroy a king is this night'.
 The mortally wounded Albanac expresses his own fate in a similar phrase: '"The Howl of Ossar: there is nothing to be done when that one calls."'
 In both cases the words seem to indicate an acceptance of the inexorability of the speaker's fate.
When the children seek an explanation for Albanac's sudden disappearance, Uthecar explains that 'he was of the Children of Danu, who came to this world when all was green. They were the best of men [...] but there is a doom on them that they shall not see their work fulfilled'.
  This is an allusion on Garner's part to a group of Irish mythical characters whom he used not only in The Moon of Gomrath, but as a major source of inspiration for his third novel Elidor; the Tuatha Dé Danann.
The mysterious origins of the Tuatha Dé Danann are described in the Lebor Gabála Érenn or Book of the Invasions of Ireland.  They are said to have arrived in Ireland '[...] in dark clouds [...]' and to have '[...] brought a darkness over the sun for three days and three nights.'
 In legend they were successors to the Fir Bolg as the dominant occupants of Ireland, defeating them at the First Battle of Mag Tuiredh, but were subsequently challenged by the Fomhoire, the supernatural original inhabitants, whom they defeated at the Second Battle of Mag Tuiredh and expelled from the land.  
Ruled over by a succession of god-like kings, the Tuatha Dé Danann presided over 'a golden era of peaceful prosperity' in Ireland, excelling in the arts of poetry and music, but also achieving expertise in crafts and healing; their skills were underpinned by their knowledge of druidical magic.
 Ultimately the Tuatha Dé Danann were defeated in turn by new invaders the Milesians, said to be the ancestors of the Gaels, but the two groups reached a compromise which gave control of the upper world to the Milesians while the Tuatha Dé Danann, reputed to have achieved immortality, ruled the underground realm, effectively the Otherworld, living within the 'sidhe' or prehistoric burial mounds of Ireland and over the course of time becoming known as  'Fairy Folk'.  Both Proinsias McCana and C W Sullivan III amongst others make a link between the Tuatha Dé Danann and the family of Donn in Welsh myth (particularly the Fourth Branch of The Mabinogion), identifying a common Indo-European origin.
 
 When creating the characters of Gaberlunzie and Albanac,  Garner appears to have drawn not only upon the identity of the Tuatha Dé Danann but also on their quality of being of the world but not fully in it.  In a similar way  his inspiration for the once golden but now blighted land of Elidor seems to come  from the loss of the golden age of prosperity and peace they brought to Ireland, which retreated with them into the sidhe.
Elidor tells the story of the four Watson children, three brothers and a sister, who are lured by the mysterious Malebron from their own time and place, the Manchester of the mid-twentieth century, to the parallel world of the barren and dying land of Elidor. Each of the three elder children goes missing on first entering Elidor, leaving the youngest, Roland, to come to their rescue.   Roland enters Elidor near a ruined castle, which he later learns is Findias, castle of the South.  Later, having travelled on, he sees in the distance three other similar castles, two of which are also blackened ruins but the final one showing a golden light, shining 'as if the stones had soaked in light, as if stone could be amber.'
 Roland learns that these are respectively Falias, Castle of the West, Murias, Castle of the North and Gorias, Castle of the East.  These are the same names which in some recensions of the Lebor Gabála Erenn are given to the four cities in which the Tuatha Dé Danann lived prior to their migration to Ireland.

Each of the four cities of the Tuatha Dé Danann is said to have contained a treasure, all four of which were brought with them to Ireland.  In Elidor each of the Watkins children is entrusted by Malebron with one of a set of corresponding treasures, which they must take back with them to their own world and time, in order to protect them from the dark but undefined force that is trying to destroy Elidor.  The treasures of both Elidor and the Tuatha Dé Danann consist of a spear, a sword, a vessel (cup or cauldron) and a stone.   Garner does not provide any further details about the origin or nature of the treasures of Elidor, other than the surmise by the children that they somehow generate a power that sustains the remains of life there (much in the way that the weirdstone sustained the magic of Fundindelve).  The nature of the treasures of the Tuatha Dé Danann is more clearly defined, though sources sometimes differ about their exact origins.  The spear is said to be that of  Lugh (or ‘Ildánach’ ‘skilled in many arts’, an epithet/sobriquet for him), which renders its bearer unconquerable in battle.   The sword is usually said to be that of Nuada and allows no-one to escape from it.  The stone of Fal or Lia Faíl cries out to identify a true king, and the cauldron of the Dagda provides food enough to ensure that no-one goes away unsatisfied, no matter the size of the gathering.
  This characteristic is shared with the hamper of Gwyddno Garanhir which appears in the list of the Thirteen Treasures of the Island of Britain.

Although Garner's use of the legends of the Tuatha Dé Danann in Elidor is unusually literal, he is more subtle in the way he alludes to other mythological sources within the novel.  His description of Roland's first sight of Elidor ('Nothing showed.  No villages; no houses; no light; no smoke.  He was alone'
 ) is reminiscent of the passage in the Third Branch of The Mabinogion in which Pryderi, Manawydan, Rhiannon and Cigfa find themselves alone in Dyfed, following a mysterious and cataclysmic noise:

[...] they could see nothing at all, neither building nor beast, neither smoke nor fire, neither man nor dwelling place [...] - only the four of them remained.

Garner also uses a number of allusions to the poem Preideu Annwfyn, one of his acknowledged earliest influences from Welsh literature, to great effect to heighten the mystery and unearthly quality of the children's period in the land of Elidor.  The poem itself is obscure and largely unexplained; it appears in the Book of Taliesin and describes 'an expedition by Arthur [...] to seize a magical cauldron from a fortress in [...] the Celtic Otherworld' which aligns it to a certain extent with the Watson children's quest in Elidor.
   
Shortly after arriving in Elidor, Roland climbs into the ruined courtyard of the castle Findias, where he sees that 'there were four towers to the castle, one at each corner of the broken walls,...'
; similarly the Otherworld Fort in Preideu Annwfyn is called 'the Four Cornered Fort - four its sides:..'
 Entering the castle keep, Roland climbs a spiral staircase that takes him through three rooms in succession.  In the first he draws a sword from racks against the wall but finds it too heavy to wield; perhaps this is an allusion to the description of Llwch Lloeg's sword, found in Preideu Annwfyn.
 In the second room Roland finds a 'high window of three lancets... and the glass of the middle lancet scattered on the floor'
; this may refer to the 'Glass Fort' mentioned in Preideu Annwfyn. 
 In the final, highest room of the keep Roland finds a marble table with the impression of a sword cut into it; Garner may have drawn this from the mention of 'the grave of an altar' in the final lines of the Welsh poem.

In a later scene from Elidor, the children emerge from the Mound of Vandwy (the name of which is itself drawn from the reference to 'Fandwy Fort' in Preideu Annwfyn
), bearing the four treasures.  Nicholas, the eldest, carries the stone; the second brother, David, the sword and Roland himself the spear.  Their sister, Helen,  carries a bowl - 'a cauldron, with pearls above the rim.'
 Despite this vessel's clear relationship to the cauldron of the Dagda noted above, its description owes far more to that of the Chief of Annwn's cauldron in Preideu Annwfyn, 'blue about its edge with pearl'.

In Irish myth the Tuatha Dé Danann are, of course, the quintessential mound-dwellers.

Garner's  use of prehistoric mounds as portals between worlds is clear in the calling forth of the Wild Hunt in The Moon of Gomrath, and from the Watkins' children's retrieval of the four treasures of Elidor from the Mound of Vandwy, but there are also figurative mounds such as Fundindelve or the derelict and spireless church in Elidor into or through which his characters must find an entrance or route.
  This echoes the numerous instances in Celtic myth where mounds play a key part; in the First Branch of The Mabinogion Pwyll is seated on the mound of Gorsedd Arberth when he first catches site of Rhiannon,
 while, in the Third Branch, his son Pryderi and his companions are seated in the same spot when devastation falls on Dyfed.
 Garner's use of the Celtic theme of liminal places is not confined to prehistoric mounds, however; his use of water as a way into the otherworld will be examined later.  
The final group of characters to be considered in this section are the men of magic, or wizards.  Malebron, who first draws the Watson children into Elidor is never described as a magician by Garner, but his ability to change his appearance from that of an old man in the children's world to a young, albeit lame, warrior in Elidor, and to produce the music that initially draws the children to him,  and then enables them to open the door into Elidor, signifies that he possesses powers beyond the normal.  Garner may have intended Malebron's name to be a play on that of The Mabinogion's  Bendigeidfran; rather than Bran the Blessed, Malebron should perhaps be seen as Bron (or Bran) the Bad.  Like Malebron, Bendigeidfran is never described as a wizard, but his preternatural size and physical ability (he is mistaken for a mountain as he wades across the Irish Sea) and his possession of a life-restoring cauldron (which may have provided further inspiration for the treasures of Elidor), mark him out as more than a straightforward king. 
 
Roland's eldest brother, Nicholas, seems to recognise an ambivalence in the way that Malebron has acted towards him and his siblings:
[...]"Did he care how we made out as long as he found his Treasures?  He sent us trotting off into that Mound one after the other, but he didn't go in  himself....  he was just self-centred"[...]

This quality of at best single-mindedness and at worst ruthlessness is one that Malebron shares both with Garner's most prominent wizard, Cadellin and with the magicians, in Welsh myth in particular, who may have provided the inspiration for him. 
Cadellin Silverbrow's name is another of those which Garner draws from the invocation list in How Culhwch won Olwen, belonging to the father of one of the many warriors named Gwair, Cadellin Tal Arian.
 Through most of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen he has an almost grandfatherly relationship with Colin and Susan, yet as their quest to return the weirdstone to him reaches its climax he is inexplicably absent from them, as they make their perilous cross country journey to meet him at Shuttlingslow.  In The Moon of Gomrath Cadellin is unwilling from the outset to allow the children back into Fundindelve, and as Susan's involvement with the Old Magic increases he seems to distance himself more and more.  Although it is clear that his reluctance arises partly from concern for the welfare of the children, ultimately when forced to decide between taking part in the mission to rescue Colin from Errwood Hall or remaining behind in Fundindelve to ensure  the future safety of the sleeping knights, Cadellin chooses the latter, condemning Susan to the consequences of her previous actions.  When she protests that she is defenceless without his magic he tells her:
"That is a chance you must take, [...] You are not helpless there.  And if you were, Susan, you should not complain.  Of your own will you sought this end.  I have done what is in me to keep you from it."

Given his loyal guardianship of the sleeping knights, it might be supposed that Cadellin owes his inspiration to Arthur's legendary wizard, Merlin, but there is little detail in either of the books he appears in to bear this out and there is evidence that Garner may have seen him as more akin to the magician Gwydion, the major character in the Fourth Branch of The Mabinogion, a story with which he was clearly familiar, as he used it for the basis of his later novel The Owl Service.  Gwydion certainly has the capacity already noted in Cadellin to be single-minded and ruthless yet at the same time altruistic; he manipulates Math, Pryderi and Aranrhod, but always for the advantage of someone he cares about, either his brother Gilfaethwy or his nephew (or possible son)  Lleu Llaw Gyffes.  Having twice deceived his sister Aranrhod into granting her son Lleu what she had sought to deny him, Gwydion's final words to her, contain a similar sentiment, if more cruelly expressed,  to those spoken by Cadellin to Susan: 'you always were a wicked woman, and no-one should ever come to your aid.'

However it is another fraternal relationship  that provides the best evidence that Garner linked Gwydion with Cadellin, who in the final pages of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen is revealed to be the twin brother of the evil warlock Grimnir.  Grimnir is perhaps the most chilling character in The Weirdstone of Brisingamen.  Spider-thin, permanently cloaked in mist, and with his face hidden in a cowl, he dwells in the depths of Llyn-dhu, Garner's interpretation of the geographically real Lindow Moss, an ancient peat bog on the outskirts of Wilmslow where, in a strange coincidence, almost twenty five years after the publication of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen a Celtic bog body was discovered.
  At the end of the  novel Grimnir takes the weirdstone  and tries to flee, leaving Cadellin no choice but to kill him.  As he stands over the body, which has been revealed as his exact double,  he laments 'Oh, Govannon.... Govannon.... Oh, my brother!' revealing both Grimnir's true name and their hidden relationship.
  In Welsh myth Gofannon is the divine smith, and also a son of Dôn, making him one of the brothers of Gwydion and thereby apparently confirming Gwydion's link with Cadellin.

 So far this examination of Alan Garner's Celtic inspiration has focused on his male characters, but he also created a series of striking and important females, who will form the subject of the next section.
SECTION THREE: 'The Daughters of the Moon' - Goddesses and Witches
 

At around the mid-point of The Moon of Gomrath Susan asks Albanac to explain the nature of the 'Old Magic', which she has awoken by lighting wendfire on the Beacon; Albanac tells her that it is 'a power without shape or order', but that 'it is woman's magic, too.....'
  This section will focus on the three strong and enigmatic magical female characters who wield the Old Magic; they are Celemon, Angharad Goldenhand and The Morrigan (or Selina Place).   It will also examine the importance Alan Garner places on the number three, particularly in The Moon of Gomrath, and how this may derive from a Celtic influence.
James McKillop explains that:

The Celts, like other Europeans, attached significance to nearly all frequently used numbers, but gave the greatest to three.  Triune and tripartite figures appear from the earliest times, while in Wales and Ireland traditional learning was formulated into the Triad.

Margaret Kohler has suggested a similar predominance of the number three in Garner's work; in The Weirdstone of Brisingamen for example she has noted that:

[...] the structure takes the form of three triangles set within a triangle.  Susan, the catalyst, at the apex, Cadellin and Grimnir, the other sides.  With Susan is Colin and Gowther.  With Cadellin is Fenodyree and Durathror.  With Grimnir is the Morthbrood and the Morrigan

She also suggests that in The Moon of Gomrath 'the triangular structure appears in the three aspects of the Moon Goddess, and more obviously in the symbol of the three bracelets worn by Susan, Celemon and the Morrigan'.
 This statement does not completely accord with the text of the novel, since as Angharad Goldenhand explains, whilst Susan's bracelet, the Mark of Fohla, represents the new moon and the bracelet of The Morrigan the old, it is Angharad herself who represents the full moon.
  Nevertheless Celemon does also wear an identical bracelet, which is interlinked with Susan's when they meet during the dreamlike period after Susan's  possession by the Brollachan, symbolising the strong connection between the two.

The relationship between these female characters may well represent Garner's  interpretation of what he found in Robert Graves' The White Goddess, described in the after note to The Moon of Gomrath as one of the 'invaluable' sources for the novel; Graves' thesis included the existence of an archetypal triple-aspected moon goddess, which pre-dated and was the origin of all later goddess worship.
  Garner may have seen Celemon as an overarching embodiment of the moon, with the other three bracelet wearers representing its various phases; the possible link between the names Celemon and Selena (Place) and that of Selene, the Greek goddess of the moon lends further support to this notion.  Even if Garner was not specifically referencing The White Goddess in this way, he certainly did draw on other triple-aspected goddesses (not necessarily moon goddesses).
Perhaps the most enigmatic of the female characters in The Moon of Gomrath, Celemon's  name is derived from the invocation list in How Culhwch Won Olwen which has already been shown to be a rich source of what Garner terms 'real' (by which he means authentic) character names.
 She is described in that context as one of  'the gentle, golden-torqued ladies' of Britain and also 'daughter of Cai', Arthur's lieutenant.
  She appears only in The Moon of Gomrath, but never at first hand, being seen only through Susan's dream-like recollection of the  period of her possession by the Brollachan and  through Colin's eyes, as he watches Celemon and her sisters riding in the sky like stars.  

Cadellin explains that Celemon is one of 'the Shining Ones, the Daughters of the Moon' who come 'from behind the North Wind'. 
 Garner's later novel Boneland, which takes up Colin's story much further on in his adult life, suggests that the Shining Ones are to be identified with the Pleiades,  a cluster of nine stars whose names are derived from the companions of Artemis, in Greek mythology the goddess of both the moon and hunting, and often linked with Selene.
  
Like the Pleiades, which consist of nine stars, nine maidens make up the Shining Ones and this number links them not only to other groups of nine maidens, both benign and sinister, to be found particularly in Welsh mythology, but also to the wider Celtic concept of triplism already commented upon.  Whilst the number three was thought of as significant, multiples of three were also important, as is evidenced by the groups of nine to be found throughout Celtic mythology; these can be of either gender (for example the Tales of the Elders of Ireland refers to 'the Hill of the Nines', the burial place of twenty seven members of Finn mac Cumaill's Fianna),
 but often feature women who are described as witches or sorceresses, but who may also paradoxically include healers, gift givers and those who protect, characteristics which seem to be reflected in the somewhat ambivalent nature of Celemon and her sisters.  For Susan the Shining Ones represent safety and a feeling of companionship and homecoming that she longs to regain;
 Cadellin on the other hand fears that their interest in her arises because 'through her they may wake their power in the world.'

Preideu Annwfyn, already acknowledged as a source of Garner's inspiration, mentions nine maidens, who are often thought of as guardians of the cauldron which is the object of Arthur's raid in the poem.
 This association is also said to be the source for the maidens who guard the Holy Grail in later Arthurian legend. A similar group of nine seemingly benevolent sisters appear in Geoffrey of Monmouth's Vita Merlini as rulers of 'The Fortunate Isle' to which the wounded Arthur is taken following the battle of Camlann; their leader is named as Morgen, who became the Morgan le Fay of later legend, and who is probably also linked to the Morrigan.
 Presumably less benevolent are the nine witches of the peak of Ystangwn who according to the poem Pa Gur were 'pierced' by Cai.
 
The sisterhood of nine which perhaps most clearly illustrates the ambivalence of these groups is the witches of Caerloyw, who appear in the tale of Peredur Son of Efrog in The Mabinogion. Peredur first encounters them at a remote mountain castle, which they are besieging, laying waste to the surrounding land and murdering the inhabitants of the castle.  Peredur is able to foil one such raid by attacking one of the witches, who tells him that their meeting has been foretold along with the fact that she will provide him with a horse and weapons. The fact that such gifts are sometimes seen as being the prerogative of a mother, (as for instance in The Fourth Branch of The Mabinogion where Aranrhod's refusal to arm Lleu Llaw Gyffes reinforces her maternal failure),
 immediately alters and mollifies the perception of the witch as a wholly monstrous character.  Extracting a promise from her that the siege of the castle will be ended, Peredur travels with her to Caerloyw, where he receives training in horsemanship and the use of his weapons before leaving to continue travelling.
  The nine witches do not appear in the story again until the final paragraphs when they are revealed to have killed a cousin or uncle of Peredur; despite their former friendship, in vengeance Peredur kills the leader of the witches and Arthur and his warriors the others.

Garner seems also to have drawn on the tale of Peredur when creating  the second of the female characters to be examined in this section.  Shortly after leaving behind the Witches of Caerloyw, Peredur encounters  a lady of Arthur's court at Caerllion named Angharad Law Eurog, which translates as Angharad Goldenhand, the name given by Garner to his character.  Although Peredur declares his love, she rejects him outright and it is only after he has defeated a knight who has killed many of Arthur's warriors that Angharad returns his love.
 Garner's Angharad is portrayed in The Weirdstone of Brisingamen as 'wife to one who sleeps in Fundindelve; a great captain', and it is the legendary Angharad's connection to Peredur that suggests that Garner's sleeping knights are intended to be those of Arthur, though this is never made explicit.  Garner's Angharad is said to have spent only seven days of married life with her husband before he was called to 'go under the earth' in Fundindelve.
 which would also be consistent with Peredur's long absences from Arthur's court; he is said, for example, to have ruled alongside the Empress of Constantinople for fourteen years without ever returning to Arthur's court.

Fenodyree calls Angharad 'the Lady of the Lake' ostensibly because of the floating island on Redesmere by means of which she rescues Colin, Susan and their companions from their pursuers; this epithet is also a further confirmation that Garner's perception of the character and of those associated with her lies in the Arthurian legends.
  Angharad's island is portrayed not simply as a refuge, but as a form of otherworld, which the children and their companions experience in a dream-like state, where food is plentiful and the season is high summer, rather than the fierce winter through which they had been travelling.  The approach to the island is  through shallow water and Garner may well have been inspired to use this motif because of the importance of similar places in Celtic culture and literature; for example both Cú Chulainn and Pwyll encounter supernatural adversaries at fords,
 whilst one of the most iconic Celtic archaeological sites consisted of the treasures deposited in shallow water at La Tène.   Garner reused the motif in Elidor and The Owl Service, in both of which he describes incidents in which water forms an important boundary between the real and supernatural worlds.  The path that leads the Watkins children to their first encounter with Findhorn, the unicorn whose fate is intertwined with that of Elidor, 'At one point [...] crossed a stream [...]'
, whereas Gwyn, a leading character in The Owl Service, sees an apparition of the mythical heroine Blodeuedd at the end of a 'raised causeway stretched across a pool.'

Sioned Davies suggests that the name Angharad Goldenhand 'may be a reference to her generosity'
 and in both The Weirdstone of Brisingamen and The Moon of Gomrath she is portrayed not only as the provider of hospitality and refuge, but also of gifts that, whilst they prove to be essential to Susan's survival, are also ultimately involved in preventing her from ever again living an ordinary mortal life; in some ways the acceptance of these gifts is portrayed almost as part of the previously noted unavoidable fate that falls on Susan with her involvement in the magical world, and which no rules or cautions can deflect. 
 The first gift that Susan receives from Angharad is the bracelet the Mark of Fohla.  Described as 'from the early magic of the world'
 it has many virtues, including the power to open the gates of Fundindelve, to gain respect from the Wild Hunt, and to subdue the malevolent creatures of the Morrigan.  However, the desirability of its power proves to be part of Susan's downfall, since in agreeing to remove it to lend it to Atlendor to fight against an evil in his homeland, she makes herself vulnerable to possession by the Brollachan, and to the ordeals that follow. 

Garner himself provides an explanation of the derivation of the bracelet's name when he writes in the notes at the end of The Moon of Gomrath that 'Fohla is the name of the wife of macCecht (sic), one of the mythical kings of Ireland.  She is an aspect of the Triple Moon Goddess'.
 MacCécht, MacCuill and MacGréine were said to be joint kings of the Tuatha Dé Danann at the time of the invasion of Ireland by the Milesians; each king was married to one of the triple goddesses who represented the land of Ireland.  In addition to Fohla these were Eriu and Banba; together they are generally known as the Sovereignty of Ireland.  The goddesses each attempted to secure a promise from the Milesian druid Amergin that hers would be the name by which Ireland came to be known; though he promised this to all three, it was Eriu that came to be the principal name.
 Despite Garner's assertion, there seems to be no evidence that Fohla was a moon goddess; rather she is part 'of one of the dominant themes in Irish tradition: the personification of the land as a goddess who is joined in marriage to her rightful king'.
Nevertheless, the use of her name in The Moon of Gomrath is evidence that Garner was consciously interweaving tripling and in particular the notion of a triple goddess into the fabric of the novel.
The origin of Angharad's second gift to Susan comes from the stories of Finn mac Cumaill in which the ageing Fian warrior Caílte tells Finn's son Oisín about the drinking-horn Angalach given by Finn to his foster-mother, the lady Cáma.  It was 'one of the three best treasures that ever came to him, given to him by Moríath...' 
 Having rescued Susan after she sets out alone to follow the abducted Colin, Angharad warns her that the Morrigan will be remorseless in pursuing her and that she will need help to fight her: '[...]"So take this horn; it is the third best thing of price that was ever won, and is called Anghalac.  Moriath gave it to Finn, and Finn to Camha, and Camha to me."[...]'.
  

In this passage Garner takes the opportunity not only to confirm that his Anghalac has the same provenance as that described by Caílte, but also to include a further use of the device of tripling, in echoing its value as one of the three best gifts or treasures.  The only difference between the two horns is that while the original is a drinking vessel, Angharad's gift to Susan is a hunting horn, capable of being sounded, though the consequences of doing so are profound: '[...] "Blow it if all else is lost, but only then.  For once Anghalac sounds you will not know peace again, not in the sun's circle nor in the darkling of the world "[...]'.

Whilst it is essential to the denouement of the novel that Anghalac is sounded Garner may have found inspiration in Celtic folktales for a horn that when blown brings only destruction and regret.  T. Gwynn Jones, for example, cites the tale of the giant Maelor who, about to be killed by assailants, blew his horn three times: 'The first time he blew until his hair and his beard fell off, the second until the nails fell off his fingers and toes, and the third until the horn was shattered.' One of his three sons, hearing the horn, 'understood what was happening, and the sorrow for his father came upon him at a place still known as Cefn Hiraethog (hiraeth, longing).'

The antithesis of Angharad's kindness and generosity, The Morrigan (or Selena Place as she is known in the mortal world), is first introduced to the reader in a grotesque parody of Angharad's hospitality, where she attempts to force Colin and Susan into her car, by pretending to offer them a lift.  She is described as resembling 'a well-fed sparrow', having a heavy build but 'thin and spindly' legs; this is apt since, as we later discover, like her namesake from Irish mythology she often shapeshifts into the guise of a carrion crow.
 
The Irish Morrighan is the principal aspect of the triple war goddess which also consists of Badhbh (the Crow or Raven) and either Nemhain (Frenzy) or Macha. 
 Sometimes Badhbh, Macha and Nemhain are interpreted as the three aspects of the Morrighan, much in the way that, as speculated above, Garner may have seen Susan, Angharad and his Morrigan as aspects of Celemon. The Morrighan was an ally of the Tuatha Dé Danann in their war with the Fomhoire, and is sometimes represented as the wife of the Dagda, their great king.  As an ally of Connacht, however, she was an opponent of Cú Chulainn in the Táin Bó Cúailnge.
 
A principal characteristic of the Irish Morrighan, which she shares with Selina Place, is the ability to change her shape and appearance; both use this skill as a weapon and as a means of escape from danger.  Early in The Moon of Gomrath, Uthecar describes an encounter he has had with the Morrigan while making his way to Fundindelve; caught in a storm and seeking to make a shelter:
[...]"I saw a round, brown stone..... and I put my arms about it to lift it up ... and the stone put arms  about my neck, and was throttling the life out of me! ...... and then the stone was the Morrigan!" [...]

Uthecar then cuts off the Morrigan's head three times, only to see it restored to her shoulders each time; when the severed head itself attacks him on the fourth occasion he decides to make good his escape.  In a somewhat similar episode in the Táin Bó Cúailnge Cuchulain is attacked three times by the Morrighan who adopts the guise successively of an eel, a she-wolf  and a heifer; he wounds her in each encounter, but she outwits him in a final disguise as an old hag.

Garner's Morrigan is able to supplement her own magical powers by calling on a force of supernatural creatures, many of which are inspired by Celtic literature.  Her flock of carrion crows, into one of which, like her Irish namesake, she sometimes transforms herself, have already been noted, as have the fierce dogs, one of which Colin fights when escaping from her house.  That these dogs are more than mortal is signified by their colouring; 'its ears, unlike the rest of the white body, were covered in coarse red hair'.
 Such colouring is typical of Otherworld animals; in the First Branch of The Mabinogion, for example, the hounds of Arawn, King of Annwfn are also 'a gleaming, shining white, and their ears were red.'
 
In addition to her dogs Selina Place is also able to draw upon feline assistance, in the shape of green eyed, three foot wild cats, which, in separate incidents in The Moon of Gomrath, attack Uthecar and Atlendor, and shepherd both Colin and Susan towards the Morrigan's lair at Errwood Hall.  Uthecar calls these cats 'palugs', a name that Garner took from the poem Pa Gur in which Arthur's companion Cai 'went to destroy lions.  His shield was polished against the cat of Palug.'
 Similar cats make an appearance in the Irish tale Briciu's Feast in which they attempt to steal Cuchulainn's food; when he tries to strike one of them 'his sword glided off as if the creature were made of stone.' 
  The description is reminiscent of Garner's depiction of the sinuous motion of the cats as 'like a smooth carpet of movement.'

Fighting alongside the palugs are goblin-like creatures which Garner calls 'bodachs'.  This is a term taken from the folklore of the Scottish Highlands, where it is another name for the bogart or bogeyman.
  The term derives from the Scots Gaelic for 'old man' and bodachs are often coupled with the 'cailleach bheara' or 'old hag' of Gaelic folktales.  Selina Place is able to summon similar creatures,  troll-like women called the Mara, as part of her pursuit of Colin and Susan in The Weirdstone of Brisingamen. Fenodyree tells Gowther that 'by night they are indestructible, all powerful'
 and the name 'Mara' is widely used throughout northern Europe to signify a night spirit; the word 'nightmare' derives from it.  It may well be that for Garner at least there was a link between the Mara and the cailleach bheara, who were traditionally associated with the dark time of the year, winter, the season when the pursuit of Colin and Susan takes place.

The one evil entity in The Moon of Gomrath which not even the Morrigan can control is the formless, black, red eyed Brollachan, an ancient creature 'of the old evil' that occupies the bodies of other creatures and in doing so destroys them.
  In Campbell's Popular Tales of the West Highlands (one of the sources Garner acknowledges at the end of his novel) the Brollachan, a creature very similar to Garner's own, is described as the 'son of the Fuath.'
 The Fuath is a Gaelic nature spirit and is sometimes associated with the kelpie, a malevolent spirit that would adopt the form of a horse grazing beside water  to lure travellers to mount it; it would then plunge into the water and drown the rider. 
 This is precisely the method used by the Brollachan in The Moon of Gomrath to possess Susan's body, although she survives the ordeal.

Susan is saved partly by an incantation spoken over her by Albanac, and partly through Colin's efforts to obtain the magic flower, the Mothan, for her to swallow.  In both instances Garner drew on another of his acknowledged sources, Carmichael's Carmina Gadelica; this is a miscellaneous compendium of poems, prayers, proverbs and other lore collected throughout the Gaelic-speaking regions of Scotland at the turn of the nineteenth century. 
 Albanac's spell is adapted from the second stanza of the 'Exorcism of the Eye' while the Mothan is named in three poems in the 'Incantations' section of the collection.
 
The identity of the Mothan is not clear; Neil Philip speculates that pearlwort is the plant that Garner had in mind,
 while one of the Carmichael poems describes the Mothan as 'Plant most precious in the field'. However, Albanac may provide the best clue when he tells Colin that it 'flowers only in the full of the moon.'
 In a 1977 lecture, Garner spoke of his quest to trace the origins of the Legend of Alderley in his native landscape, and of the Beacon, a local Bronze Age barrow, which he describes as 'the isolated habitat of the rare fern Moonwort.'
 It seems both likely and appropriate that it would be this plant that Garner was thinking of when he created a novel set in Alderley and featuring a trio of Daughters of the Moon.
SECTION FOUR: 'Is it all the same story?' - Flowers and Owls
 
The Owl Service was the fourth novel written by Alan Garner.  It was first published in 1967 and was the recipient in 1968 of both the Carnegie Medal and the Guardian Award; in 1969 it was made into a television serial, one of the first to be filmed for the then new medium of colour television.  It was Garner's first book to focus on a single mythological source for its inspiration, contrasting with his earlier works which, as previously noted, drew on a number of sources, Celtic and otherwise.  This concentration enabled a much more subtle and intricate utilisation of the source material than that seen in Garner's earlier books and consequently produced a more mature and sophisticated novel.
In The Owl Service Garner interweaves an ancient and a modern tale. The former is found in the Fourth Branch of  The Mabinogion, and tells of the hero Lleu Llaw Gyffes, his wife Blodeuwedd, a woman created for him from flowers by the magicians Math and Gwydion, and her lover Gronw Pebyr with whom she conspires to kill Lleu. The latter is the story of three young people from the mid-20th century, Alison, Gwyn and Roger; they are brought together in the same valley where the first tale unfolded, and are drawn to figuratively re-enact the original events under the influence of the power of the magic used to create Blodeuwedd, which has become trapped within the valley. As the book progresses it becomes clear that the same cycle of events has recurred many times, and has previously involved the generation including Gwyn and Alison's parents, who also feature in the story.

The physical presence of the text of The Mabinogion permeates The Owl Service from the novel's first page, when Gwyn brings the ailing Alison a book to read to pass the time; although unidentified at this point it later becomes clear that it is a copy of The Mabinogion, which Gwyn is studying at school. 'It looks deadly.' he tells her and so it nearly proves to be .
 The same book re-appears later in the story, when, having been kicked from Alison's hands by an angry Gwyn, it lands 'splayed on the grass'
 and then flies violently through the air towards Gwyn like an attacking bird, apparently without any physical assistance, disintegrating and scattering pages everywhere, much like the flowers that begin to fall in the final scene of the book or, in Gwyn's words 'like a wedding'
.  It is when gathering the fallen pages and reading the extracts printed on them that Gwyn begins to fully understand the repeating cycle of events into which he, Alison and Roger have been drawn.

The introduction into the novel at such an early stage of a physical copy of the text which underpins it might be sufficient in itself to alert the reader to the possible direction of the story they are reading, but Garner plants another clue in the first lines of the first chapter.  In describing the bed on which Alison is resting he mentions porcelain columns which 'showed the Infant Bacchus'.
 In Greek and Roman mythology Bacchus (or Dionysus) was the son of Jupiter (or Zeus) and the mortal Semele; as a result of seeing Jupiter in his divine form Semele was  destroyed by flames before the child was born but Jupiter was able to preserve the foetal Bacchus by sewing him into his thigh, where he remained until reaching full gestation.  The story parallels that of the birth of Lleu Llaw Gyffes, whose mother Aranrhod 'dropped a small something' during an humiliating virginity test; the dropped object was picked up by Gwydion and concealed 'in a small chest at the foot of his bed' from which in due time emerged the infant Lleu.
 
In addition to the three young people already mentioned above, six adults feature in the story, though three of them are never made physically present.  Roger's father Clive, a divorcé, and Alison's mother Margaret, a widow, have recently married and the reader assumes that their visit to the house in the Welsh valley is a honeymoon.  They are being looked after by Gwyn's mother Nancy, the housekeeper, and by Huw,  an apparently half-witted caretaker, gardener and handyman.  
Whilst Garner signals parallels between his characters and those in The Mabinogion, he is ambivalent about how the modern figures relate to the ancient ones.  This is particularly true of his portrayal of Gwyn and Roger; they are clearly counterparts of Lleu and Gronw, but each seems to have aspects of both, and accordingly our sympathies fluctuate between them. Roger (whose name traditionally means 'famed spearman'),  like Gronw, is an interloper into the valley and delivers the first metaphorical 'blow' when he mocks Gwyn's efforts to lose his Welsh accent, but there is also a sense in which his father has 'created' Alison, the Blodeuwedd figure, for him by marrying her mother.  Gwyn, on the other hand, is an outsider in the sense that he is not part of the newly formed family unit made up of Alison, Roger and their parents, but like Lleu he clearly belongs in and knows the valley in a way that neither Gronw nor Roger do. Gwyn wears Roger's coat and shoes when he attempts to flee from the valley, signalling the confusion of their dual identities.
  Garner himself confirmed the ambiguity when he stated that '[...]Gwyn equals Lleu, Gronw equals Roger.  If you see it the other way round that is fine, because that is how the myth works'

Huw clearly takes the role of Gwydion in the iteration of the cycle of events on which The Owl Service focuses: his last name, Halfbacon, (or Hannerhob) recalls the incident of Gwydion stealing pigs from Pryderi in an earlier part of the Fourth Branch;
 he finds the fleeing Gwyn sheltering in a tree, like the transformed Lleu, and persuades him to return to the valley, just as Gwydion did with Lleu; and though treated as an imbecile by Clive and Roger, he is 'Mr Huw' to the villagers and clearly exercises authority over them.
  However the story reveals that in the previous recurrence of the cycle Huw has also been one of the young men in the Lleu/Gronw role, alongside Cousin Bertram, whose death has occurred as a result of their rivalry. 

The other 'father figure' in the story, Clive, also shows some affinity with Gwydion; he too has a son who has been deserted by his mother and for whom he 'creates' a female companion. However, he also has overtones of Math, the eponymous overlord of Gwynedd in the Fourth Branch.  Sarah Zeiser has argued that Math is in fact the biological father of Lleu rather than the more usually accepted Gwydion; 
 this would support an interpretation of Roger as Lleu rather than Gronw. Also, like Math, Clive appears to have the attribute of knowing 'whatever whispering goes on between people', when he  intercepts the secret note passed between Gwyn and Alison during the course of dinner.

There is also a very subtle and perhaps uncomfortable suggestion of the 'virgin foot holder' relationship between Alison and Clive, similar to that between Math and Goewin;
 Clive calls Alison 'my girl' and brings her gifts, whilst she covers his embarrassment when Nancy tries to demonstrate, by making him eat a pear with a knife and fork, that he is not a gentleman. 

Fiona Winward has written that 'the women are often held to be the most memorable characters in The Four Branches' and the same may be said of the female characters in The Owl Service, and in particular the mother figures.
  Of these, two are absent, since Roger's mother (known derogatively as the Birmingham Belle),
 has deserted her family and Margaret, though present in the house and the valley, is only seen through the report of the other characters (or in the television series only heard playing the piano); she seems remote from Alison, her own child,  leaving Clive to take on the parenting role (another trait he shares with Gwydion).  Gwyn's mother, Nancy, is also emotionally remote and at times hostile towards her son, threatening to prevent him from realising his potential by depriving him of an education.  In what may be a reuse by Garner of the theme of the triple aspected goddess described in the previous section, all three adult women in The Owl Service can be interpreted as aspects of Aranrhod, Lleu's mother and the quintessential neglectful mother from Celtic mythology. She not only abandoned her son before birth but went on to attempt to deny him an identity by refusing to give him a name, arms or a wife. 
 
The absence of or neglect of parents or those who should provide adult role models seems to be a theme that Garner adapts from Celtic mythology and uses across his early novels.  In The Weirdstone of Brisingamen, owing to a posting abroad Colin and Susan's parents have left them to be fostered by Gowther and Bess Mossock;
 similarly in the First Branch of The Mabinogion the infant Pryderi is fostered by Teyrnon Twrf Liant,  a man whose pride and joy, like Gowther, is his horse.
  The fostering of children, and particularly sons, was a widespread practice in ancient Celtic society and consequently features widely in its literature.
 Cú Chulainn, Conaire and Taliesin are all reported to have had foster parents.  Although kindly, Gowther and Bess, like Mr and Mrs Watson in Elidor, seem somewhat lax in their overview of the activities of the children in their care; Colin and Susan are frequently allowed to wander on Alderley Edge alone at night, while the Watson children begin and end their story in situations where they have been left to entertain themselves while their parents are otherwise occupied.  These are of course essential plot devices but the consequences that ensue suggest that Garner may have been drawing on tales such as that of Branwen in the Second Branch of The Mabinogion, whose infant son may be said to have met his death at the hands of one uncle (Efnysien) as a result of lack of caution on the part of another uncle (Bendigeidfran).
 
The gradual unfolding in The Owl Service of the histories of the adult women also suggests that they may have a sense of having broken a taboo, a theme that this study has shown Garner to explore in previous novels, and that this may be a motivation behind their estrangement, either literal or emotional, from their offspring.  Andrew Welsh has highlighted the theme of incest in the Fourth Branch, which 'is not explicitly spelled out in the text [...] but would explain some otherwise cloudy issues in the story', and the same seems to be true in The Owl Service.
  For example Neil Philip postulates that 'we are meant to regard Huw and Nancy as brother and sister and Gwyn as an incestuous as well as illegitimate child, like Lleu before him'.
  Whilst not explicit in the text this would certainly be one explanation of Nancy's implacable hatred of Huw and her determination that Gwyn should not associate with him nor discuss either of them with the villagers; it would also explain why, having conceived a child together, they did not marry and why Nancy felt compelled to leave the valley where she was born, to live anonymously in 'Aber'.  

The fear of a future incestuous relationship could also lie behind Margaret's forbidding Alison to see Gwyn after the secret note is discovered.  In the interview Coming to Terms Alan Garner himself suggested that Margaret could suspect that both are the children of Cousin Bertram.
 Neil Philip, however, feels that this may be a joke on the author's part.
  Nevertheless it would fit with the overtones of incest between Gwydion and Aranrhod  in the Fourth Branch, and Alison's half joking suggestion that Bertram had been crossed in love by someone (her mother?) who had married another seems to support this, as does her statement that her mother has said 'hateful things' to her that she can't repeat to Gwyn, and Clive's response to Roger's questioning of Margaret's treatment of Alison that it is 'very, very tricky'.
 Gwyn certainly believes until late in the book that Bertram is his father.
 Given the publication date of and intended audience for The Owl Service it is unlikely that Garner could have been any more explicit in his use of this theme.
In The Owl Service Garner returned to a theme he had begun to explore in his earlier novels; that of the passage of time and the way in which it can be manipulated to create a sense of dislocation from the 'real' world. The wording of the passage in which Gwyn hides in the garden at night waiting to catch Alison making and hiding the paper owls ('Gwyn began to play with time, splitting a second into minutes and then into hours - or taking an hour and compressing it into an instant'
) is reminiscent of Garner's own description of whiling away time as an ailing young boy ('.. I played with time as if it were chewing gum, making a minute last an hour, and a day compress to a minute.').
  
This sense of the mutability of the passage of time is present in many of Garner's Celtic sources.  In Elidor, when Malebron tells Roland  that 'time is different here', he is suggesting a similar concept to that found in the Second Branch of The Mabinogion, where the seven companions who return from Ireland are able to spend eighty years in Gwales without any of them being able to 'tell by looking at the other that he had aged in that time.
,
 In the same way in the First Branch the deceptively leisurely pace of Rhiannon's horse which cannot be overtaken even by Pwyll's fastest mount is mirrored by the pace of Gaberlunzie's horse, which carries Colin and Susan and their companions 'as though they were riding out of their own time'.
,
 Conaire's son is similarly unable to outpace the Red Riders in The Destruction of Da Derga's Hostel.

Garner uses the manipulation of time for a number of different purposes in The Owl Service. The reader begins to understand the increasing strength and menace of the power that Alison has released from the dinner plates into herself when she says '"Yesterday", "today", "tomorrow" they don't mean anything.  I feel they're here at the same time; waiting.'; from Gwyn's reply ('How long have you felt this? [...] Since yesterday?') we also gain an insight into the fact that although he understands what is happening to them on a factual level his lack of empathy will ultimately prevent him from being able to save Alison.
  Roger on the other hand has only an instinctive sense that three weeks is longer than he wants to spend in the valley, but ultimately is able to step beyond his own personal hurt to enter into the timelessness of events, thus bringing about a positive ending to this particular cycle.
 
Our insight into the ambiguity of Huw's character is arrived at as a result of his many perplexing references to a seemingly impossible timescale for the events of his own life. He tells Alison that he has lived in the outbuilding: 'Always. I am not good at counting years.'
 and speaking to Gwyn, he refers to the wall painting of Blodeuedd as something his uncle painted; when Gwyn objects that it is 'centuries old, man', he simply reiterates 'Yes, my uncle painted that.'  He then goes on to describe the time 'when I took the powers of the oak and the broom and the meadowsweet, and made them woman[...]', to which Gwyn's response again is 'it's a story, Huw, [...] - about the old days, long ago,[...]'.
  By now, however the reader is willing to accept, as Gwyn at this stage cannot, that Huw is telling the truth, within the timeframe operating in the valley.

This distortion in time is also apparent from the dialogue of some of the minor characters.  Gwyn and Roger visit the village shop (where, significantly, the ceiling is so low that the clock has to stand in a hole, indicating that even the mechanics of timekeeping are somehow compressed in the valley), and overhear Mrs Richards and Mrs Lewis-Jones intersperse their normal domestic conversation with news of the forthcoming event that 'Mr Huw' has been announcing to everyone: 'He says she is coming, and it's owls'. 'To think we shall see it in our time' says Mrs Lewis-Jones, as if the event is very rare, and yet she goes on to remark to Gwyn 'I was a girl with your Mam'. Since we know that Nancy was the Blodeuwedd figure in the previous cycle of the story, we must therefore conclude that the pattern has repeated at least once already in Mrs Lewis-Jones' lifetime, yet she seems not to recall it, suggesting an occurrence outside a normal timeframe.
  
It is not only through its characters that The Mabinogion is incorporated into The Owl Service. Increasingly as the book proceeds there are numerous allusions to motifs from the Blodeuwedd story, including flowers, animals and weapons. For example in the early part of the book, when Gwyn discovers the hidden dinner service (the eponymous Owl Service from which Alison traces the flower/owl pattern,  inadvertently releasing the magical power trapped within it), and at the same time Roger experiences the feeling of an object rushing past him, both boys smell the scent of meadowsweet, one of the flowers from which Blodeuwedd was made.
  In Roger's case this is quickly followed by the smell of goat, the animal involved in the complicated scenario forming the only situation in which Lleu could be killed.
 
Later, when Gwyn tries to leave the valley, having been figuratively wounded by Alison's betrayal of the secret he has confided to her and the resulting taunts Roger has aimed at him, he is chased into a tree by a black sow; this echoes the black sow that leads Gwydion to the wounded Lleu who has transformed into an eagle following Gronw's spear blow.
  When Nancy in her turn leaves the valley, she does so walking backwards in the manner of the fleeing Blodeuwedd and her attendants.
  The television version of the story, for which Alan Garner wrote the script, continued to build on this, with, for example, a tribal spear featuring as an ornament in the holiday house in the early scenes, and later with the boys brandishing billiard cues as if they were spears.

Alan Garner described The Mabinogion as '[...] a masterpiece, mesmeric in its cultural imagination [...] composed of archetype and metaphor, [...] universal and timeless.'
 and he clearly aspired to a similar achievement in writing The Owl Service. The complexity and subtlety of Garner's writing makes it difficult to do justice here to the full extent to which he draws upon and interweaves the themes and motifs of the ancient Welsh story into his own novel; every page and every new reading reveals another echo of it. However in this analysis I have tried to highlight what appear to me to be the major parallels in theme, character and  motif between the two works and to explore the ways in which Garner binds them together to enable a greater appreciation of the old tale through the modern story. 

CONCLUSION: '... we have only legend to tell us about it.'

Alan Garner has written that he is 'happiest when engaged in establishing and pursuing research' and that:
I must learn all there is to be known.  I grow a bibliography.  I read and read, and take notes, books of notes,  And this is the joy that leads me on.  I am learning what I did not know.

That the traditional and ancient stories of the world provide Garner with a rich vein of material for his voracious appetite for research seems evident from his fiction.  Even in this short study the influence of Norse and Graeco-Roman mythology, as well as that of the Celtic world,  has been noted.  Within the limits of an analysis such as this I do not feel that it has been possible for me to provide an exhaustive study of the variety and depth of his knowledge of the Celtic sources that he uses, but I hope that I have demonstrated by highlighting the number and frequency of his allusions and the subtle interweaving of thematic material, that there can be little doubt that the Celtic world provided an irresistible and fertile field of study for him and a major source of inspiration. 
As noted earlier Garner frequently acknowledged his affection for and interest in Welsh language and literature, but what only becomes apparent from a study of the early novels is that he has an equal love for and knowledge of other Celtic sources, particularly those of Ireland, which might justifiably be said to predominate in The Moon of Gomrath at least.  However in my view what makes these novels so engrossing and memorable is not only the amount of Celtic material they contain but the skill with which it is deployed.
In his note on the preparation of A Book of Goblins, the anthology of international legends and folk tales which he edited and published in 1969, Alan Garner described the methodology he adopted to convey the essence of this traditional material to his modern audience.  In addition to the simple use of  authentic character and place names, he explained that he classified the use of his sources under three different headings: 

Adapted: The least possible interference with the text: alterations usually limited to small excisions, or the addition of a gloss, to make the original clear to the general reader.


Freely adapted: A retelling from an outmoded text: may vary from the original in details of plot: often includes episodes from parallel motifs.

Transposed:  An intensification of the above: the creation of what is almost a new story, based on a good idea in a poor setting.

Garner's use of Celtic mythology in his early novels suggests a similar methodology at work.  Examples of what he might call adapted materials (those taken very largely unchanged from their original source and fitted wholesale into his own work) might include the death of Durathror in The Weirdstone of Brisingamen and the description of the Red Riders of the Wild Hunt in The Moon of Gomrath.  The freely adapted materials (those that, while maintaining a recognisable relationship to their source, have been reframed and broadened to enhance their significance to Garner's story) might include the fate of the Children of Danu, again in The Moon of Gomrath, and the use of the Tuatha Dé Danann motifs in Elidor. The transposed materials (those where an original interpretation is built on the foundation of the traditional source) must be best exemplified in The Owl Service, where a single episode from a medieval text inspires a modern story with universal themes.
Garner does not only take characters and episodes from his Celtic sources, however.  Perhaps the most interesting and challenging aspect of his use of Celtic material is what he draws from it thematically.  He has written that:

Hardest of all is the absorption of myth, not the shape but the spirit, and making it relevant to the present moment.  This absorption, if it works, is the most positive form for the myth to take, because the life of the myth is handed forward.  It doesn't matter if the story changes, since what we take to be the original story is no more than the earliest form that we have.

The inexorability of fate, the breaking of taboos, the mutability of time, the relationships between parents and children and the importance of boundaries and liminal places are all examples of themes which Garner 'absorbs' directly from Celtic stories and refashions in the modern context of his novels.
Perhaps the greatest gift that Alan Garner gives to his readers, of whatever age, is to allow them the satisfaction of discovering for themselves the original tales that inspired his stories.  Where he provides overt clues about his sources, as in the end note to The Moon of Gomrath or the introduction of a copy of The Mabinogion into the narrative of The Owl Service, they remain subtle and largely non-specific.  More often the reader is left to unearth the clue itself before being led to the joyful discovery of the original mythology.
I suspect that Alan Garner would not approve of this paper.  He has stated:

[...] I hate having anything that I have written used; I want it to be enjoyed.  I want to have whoever reads it to read it as a compulsion and as an emotional experience.  I have a personal hatred of dissection, because all the hard work went into making it something which could only be experienced emotionally.

I hope, however, that my particular dissection can be forgiven because it was the very enjoyment and emotion produced by my childhood reading of his novels that gave rise to my desire to appreciate and better understand his inspiration.  In particular I wanted to learn much more about the shadowy figures and tales that I did not then know, but that I seemed to see standing, barely discernible but tantalisingly close, behind his words.  It is only now in much later life that I have been able to find the time and the academic discipline necessary to do justice to such a study.  This paper is the outcome of that study and celebrates a task that, far from diminishing my joyful youthful response to the novels, has greatly enhanced my adult reading experience and my respect for the author's talent.
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