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Menyw

The Legend of Llyn Y Fan Fach is a popular local story, as well as a tale precious to me personally. I am named after Rhiannon and have walked to her lake more times than I can remember, with my parents and siblings and now with children of my own. In this sense, my research for this project has been ongoing for years. 
Standing at the edge of the lake with my mother as a youngster, I remember hearing her make the statement that perhaps, the legend was one of the earliest comments on domestic violence. That sentiment has never left me. It caused me to view the story differently as I got older, sat at the back of my mind alive but largely dormant, until now. 
When approaching this project, I was acutely aware that this is a much-loved legend. My own children were studying it at school at the same time I undertook this module. Whilst they were painting pictures of Rhiannon, I was writing poems about her. 
When a story resides in the hearts of a community it carries a cultural as well as personal significance. For this reason, I knew it was important to be respectful when attempting my own interpretation. But I did feel my familial connection to the tale gave me a loose qualification in reimagining it. 
It is these two strands, to respect and to reimagine, that I have attempted to sew through my portfolio. Including Rhiannon’s original words in Welsh was a way to stay true to the tale and its origins, whilst at the same time an opportunity to challenge it. Using her words as a seed out of which I could germinate a new idea, though its soil remained local, the same. 
Early on in undertaking primary research I spoke to a local historian from The Physicians of Myddfai Society, which lead me to several fascinating sources. Although this research was helpful; it became clear early on that uncovering information about Rhiannon’s famous sons, was to prove easier than locating her.
As I delved more into the topic my research developed from indirect to direct and I realised that I wanted to give Rhiannon herself a voice. To write her with a sympathy towards her womanhood and her context, and as I would later discover, her humanity too. 
Amongst my reading on feminist theory surrounding mythology, namely Welsh mythology, I found the work of Roberta L Valente, whose detailed thesis, Merched Y Mabinogi: Women and the Thematic Structure of the Four Branches (Welsh, Celtic, Law, Feminist Theory)[footnoteRef:1], both gave credit to and inspired my own creative work.    [1:  Valente, Roberta L, Merched Y Mabonigi: Women And The Thematic Structure Of The Four Branches (Welsh, Celtic, Law, Feminist Theory) (UMI Dissertation Publishing, 1986).] 

It was in Valente’s thesis I discovered the “Sovereignty Motif”[footnoteRef:2]. She explains, “the old-fashioned approach that led many scholars to find a solar-hero in every myth, continues to be employed by certain modern scholars in their search to prove that every strongly characterised female figure in Welsh and Irish folk and legendary tales is euhemerised remnant of a shadowy goddess.”[footnoteRef:3]  Valente continues, “we give the women in these tales little leeway to act as ordinary human beings”. [footnoteRef:4] [2:  Valente, Merched Y Mabonogi, p. 1.]  [3:  Ibid. p. 1. ]  [4:  Ibid. p. 5. ] 

Newly equipped with this academic justification I felt more confident than ever in stepping out onto this mortal lake. I wanted to write Rhiannon as human, fully human and allow her the full scope of this experience. 
At the first steppingstone I encountered the possibility she could have been real. The lady of the lake narrative is of course a popular one in mythology, but this lady had sons that had really existed, she had a firm geographical location.  
The Physicians of Myddfai did indeed have a mother. As much as the tale could have been introduced to explain the origins of their extraordinary talents, it could just as easily have developed to explain away the extraordinary talents of a remarkable woman, not understood, out of her time. 
This steppingstone led to many more of my own making. Had she been a promising botanist? Had she healed a village member and the rumour circulated as magic? Her medicines labelled potions? Her remedies appearing godlike? Had she passed on her knowledge to her sons, not as a fairy or a nymph, but a remarkable mind? Had they written them down for her, late evenings, sat around the fire? Had she learnt to read and write herself? Surely this would not have been beyond such a woman? 
Perhaps I now find myself out on the lake of imagination without an oar to row with, but in awe none the less. I understand that to strip the tale of its magic alters not only the context of the story, but the characters surrounding the protagonist and the meaning of the legend itself. None the less, out here on this lake, I have discovered a magic of my own.  
There was a version of the story I had owned as a child that in part, influenced the poem Atlantis. The images, Rhiannon and her green eyes, live with me to this day and inspired the line “Green and swimming”, “Watching from the water”.
Atlantis seeks to explore the juxtaposition of a child remembering a tale of a nymph, alongside a woman discovering someone as kin. The first stanza sets up the beginning of the narrative. “As a child I imagined you inside your own Atlantis” with the “turn” coming from the first line in the second, “They made a goddess of you on purpose”. 
In the Lake Of Shadows[footnoteRef:5], Rhiannon is a frightening creature and her husband wimpish and lovesick. This book had always annoyed me. In fact it made me so cross as a teenager that I ripped it up and threw it in the bin.  [5:  Malachy Doyle & Jac Jones, Lake Of Shadows (Pont Books, Gomer Press, 2002).] 

I rebought it when undertaking this project to see if the pictures still held the same strong impression, they did. And, to see if the narrative still irritated me. It did.  But what had caused me to feel so strongly, both then and now?
What was it about this version where Rhiannon is frightening and unreasonable that irritated me so much? Her husband often cowering in her presence, the always accidental “tap to the arm, the head, the shoulder”, Rhiannon’s grave overreaction? Suddenly, the steppingstone was before me. In it was carved the word “blame”.
Here was a woman, unkind, unreasonable, even mad. Where had I read this narrative before? I had read it in numerous news articles describing domestic violence cases, I had read it in the testimony of female politicians who had the audacity to challenge, I had read it in accounts of the witch trials, in newspaper reports about the suffragettes. Here was my mother’s meaning. Here was a woman wronged. A woman blamed. And just as the phrase “why didn’t she just leave him?” swam towards me ready to swallow, I realised, Rhiannon did.  
As Valente points out, “What seems a glaring inconsistency in behaviour in the world of a goddess, may well be perfectly understandable in terms of mortal behaviour.”[footnoteRef:6] Through this human lens the frightening nymph was dissolving and, in her place, stood a formidable woman, desperate perhaps. We all know a woman is most at risk when she leaves. Had the fate of Rhiannon’s narrative been sealed by this brave decision? Had we killed her off by sending her to the gods?     [6:  Valente, Merched Y Mabonogi, p. 6.] 

The introduction of “Bronwen” and then “Bron” in “Adra”, a fictional friend for Rhiannon of my own invention, challenges the traditional view of her as a solitary figure. The second stanza of Cefnfor delivers a poetic turn in its first line “afterwards, he offered me bread, I wanted nothing from him.” that insinuates sexual assault. An important and possibly controversial difference in my narrative to that of the original story, or at least the story we have now in written form. 
In the imagery sewn through all the poems, be it water “deep within the swell”, or the lack of it “dry out the skins”, eyes “that can be seen at dusk “, the pulse “beating, beating against the insides of the house”,  I sought to build metaphor strong in its intentions but, ambiguous enough for the reader to make of it what they will. Even my very human tale could possess a little mysticism.
In Adra we find the testimony of a new mother, the central line of the poem itself expanding to mimic birth,” a foxgloved heart. Beating, beating, against”, as well as the juxtaposition of the “wet” with the “dry”, what was with what is. In Gadael, the words of an older woman are reflective and decisive. The original narrative commented on by the protagonist herself, “at the christening”, “at the wedding”, “at the funeral”. 
The pattern of three is important to the original tale, three meetings, three sons, three blows. Something I have mirrored in offering the three poems not written in Rhiannon’s voice, “Llyn Y fan Fach”, “Just a Tap” and “Atlantis”. In giving Rhiannon a fourth monologue poem, I broke away from this pattern of three in the same way that in leaving her husband, Rhiannon broke from it.  An idea I expanded in the poem Gadael, continuing the theme of “the fourth”. I introduced the funeral as that of Rhiannon’s daughter, a fourth child, “She the stitch that broke the patterns cloth”. 
The portfolio opens with the poem Mêl, demonstrating Rhiannon’s in-depth knowledge of botany. Something I continued to sprinkle throughout, “calm as lavender”, the “foxgloved heart”. It also offers a human and domestic voice “sweet ones”, a mother advising her children whilst at the same time taking the tone of a love letter to them. The frosty and frightening figure partly dismantled from the start.
I felt it important as previously stated, to give Rhiannon the full scope of human experience. Allow her what immortalisation doesn’t. To be frightening and fully human. Her final act in Gadael is again of my own invention. She “took a knife to their necks”. Instead of walking into the lake with the livestock, she kills them. The reader can make of this what they will amidst the other poems and their revelations. The ending is equally ambivalent. Perhaps it was suicide. Perhaps she just left. “Bathed in sunlight – I walk to the lake.”
Rhiannon’s own words taken from the Welsh original, head every poem written in her voice. To respect and to reimagine. “Cras dy fara, Nid hawdd fy nala” [footnoteRef:7], instead of being the playful words of a nymph become the playful words of a well-meaning but naive young girl. “Llaith dy fara, Ti ni fynna”[footnoteRef:8], no longer the words of a lofty goddess but a woman trapped in more ways than one, experiencing the pains of childbirth. “Tair ergyd ddiochoa”[footnoteRef:9], translated “three causeless blows”, no longer the strange rules laid out by a mystical nymph, but the very real desperate promise of a woman harmed.   [7:  Gwyndaf, R. ‘A Welsh Lake Legend and the Famous Physicians of Myddfai.’ Béaloideas, 60/61, (1992), 241–66 (p. 241).]  [8:  Gwyndaf, R. ‘A Welsh Lake Legend’, p. 241. ]  [9:  Gwyndaf, R. ‘A Welsh Lake Legend’, p. 242. ] 

The poem “Llyn Y Fan Fach” paints a fierce picture of place. A cauldron marries the idea of magic and mysticality with that of witches, or merely women who speak their minds. In both “Llyn Y Fan Fach” and “Just a tap”, I make mention of other women, mothers, grandmothers, daughters, and in so doing draw a line from Rhiannon to them. We have known similar struggles, brilliance, despair. The “sharp edges”.  
In choosing to end with Atlantis, I see Rhiannon clearly not as a nymph or a goddess, “her liquid parts mean little to me now”, but as a woman. There may be those who feel I have rowed too far out and dropped the magic over the side of the boat, lost the essence of her tale. 
But, in this retelling, I discovered a formidable figure, a genius, a mother, a woman, an ancestor perhaps, who has ploughed her[footnoteRef:10] mark in the curves of the landscape we both call home.  [10:  Gwyndaf, R. ‘A Welsh Lake Legend’, p. 243.] 
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Appendix

One Sunday afternoon I make the climb with my husband and children up to Llyn Y Fan Fach in blazing July sunshine. We arrive and begin eating sandwiches, passing round crisps. Today there is a group of young adults swimming. They can’t be local. The locals would never swim here. I walk off in pursuit of my son who is keen to “make splashes” with the biggest rocks he can find. 
One of the swimmers on his exit from the water, asks me if I’m aware of the local legend, The Lady of the Lake? “I’m named after her” I reply. He is visibly impressed. They have travelled from England to camp here on this particular day. 
He tells me on this day at exactly 2.20, Rhiannon is meant to appear. “We wanted to be here to see her”, he says. My son is listening in, wide eyed, his gaze moving from the man to the water and back again. 
Then, our new friend looks down at his watch. “It’s 2.20 now”. 
That’s when I find myself making Jazz hands in jest towards him and the rest of his group. 
“Tadah! Here I am!” I laugh. 
I wish I’d had the guts to dive headfirst into the lake, but jazz hands are enough to render him speechless. Our new friend stutters an awkward goodbye, and I walk with my son back to my husband and the cheese rolls. 
On our way back down the mountain the group we had met earlier pass us. The man I had spoken to at the edge of the lake leans into my husband, “you need to be careful” he says, with a look that is half joking, half serious. 
It is then I know, it’s time to write it. 
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