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Hywel Griffith’s ‘Lil’ is a poem that connects personal loss to a wider pattern of environmental and social loss, through a culturally conscious modern interpretation of a traditional form of Welsh poetry. Hywel Griffiths is a Welsh-medium Reader in Physical Geography at Aberystwyth University, and is both a respected academic and an accomplished poet.[footnoteRef:1] The environment and landscapes, and the relationships between them and people, are common themes in his work.[footnoteRef:2] Griffith’s 2021 article ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’ offers a fascinating dual perspective into both the creative process of penning a poem, and the research background and theoretical foundation that underpins that process.[footnoteRef:3] His aim in writing this article was ‘to examine the process of composing a marwnad (Griffiths, 2019) in its spatial and temporal contexts, and to investigate the potential implications of this specific form of grief for me as an individual, and for understanding the geographies of grief and memory’.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Esther Prytherch, ‘Fifteen Years of Friendship and Poetry at Aberystwyth University’, Aberystwyth University (3 August 2016) <https://www.aber.ac.uk/en/news/archive/2016/08/title-187305-en.html> [accessed 22 May 2026].]  [2:  Literature Wales, LLIF: The Writers - Hywel Griffiths (n.d.) <https://www.literaturewales.org/our-projects/llif/llif-the-writers/> [accessed 12 May 2026].]  [3:  Hywel M. Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, Emotion, Space and Society, 41 (2021) 100822, doi:10.1016/j.emospa.2021.100822. ]  [4:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 1.] 

The primary aim of this essay, is to analyse the poem itself utilising the article as supplementary scholarship, as well as pulling from other works and researchers, in order to delve into what makes a marwnad in the modern era. This essay is primarily concerned with analysing the English translation of ‘Lil’, and therefore some elements of the original, regrettably, may be lost. That being said, Griffiths is both the poet and translator, and so it is believed that the English translation is likely to remain as true as possible to the core of the poem.[footnoteRef:5] Please see Appendix A for both the original Welsh and the English translation.  [5:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 4.] 

‘Lil’ is a memorial poem written in the form of a Welsh marwnad, a word often translated as elegy or lament. A marwnad can be fluid in length and rhyming structure, but is consistent in its subject matter and themes; marwnadau are poems announcing and lamenting the loss of a person. A marwnad is considered by some to be a subgenre of praise poetry, which was incredibly popular within the bardic tradition of medieval Wales.[footnoteRef:6] Many existing marwnadau are therefore from this period. They were generally composed to honour the dead, expressing grief for the deceased.[footnoteRef:7] They could contain passages about the deceased’s lineage, accomplishments, or important parts of their personal history, and were often composed for high-status individuals, though not exclusively.[footnoteRef:8] Griffiths writes about the historical and cultural significance of the marwnad, and of cynghanedd, which is an oral poetry system that underlies many styles of poetry, to Wales.[footnoteRef:9] He points out that marwnadau are still composed today, and similarly, shorter englynion are composed to be engraved on gravestones throughout the country.[footnoteRef:10] He discusses the wider social significance of poetry in Wales, and touches on the way that memory and nature are often important parts of Welsh poetry.[footnoteRef:11] [6:  E. Wyn James, ‘Ballad Implosions and Welsh Folk Stanzas (2001)’, Cardiff University Special Collections and Archives (2006), paragraph 5. <https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/special-collections/subject-guides/welsh-ballads/ballad-implosions> [accessed 18 May 2026].]  [7:  Laura Radiker, ‘Traditional and Courtly Themes in a Medieval Welsh Elegy to “G6ann Wargann Wery” (“A Fair Virgin, Meek and Mild”)’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 24/25 (2004), pp. 101–26, pp. 102-103.]  [8:  Radiker, ‘Traditional and Courtly Themes in a Medieval Welsh Elegy to “G6ann Wargann Wery” (“A Fair Virgin, Meek and Mild”)’, pp. 117-118.]  [9:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 3.]  [10:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 3.]  [11:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 3.] 

With this in mind, ‘Lil’ is an excellent example of a modern marwnad. The poem is written in memory of his late great aunt, Lil, who lived her life in Gors Goch near Carmarthen.[footnoteRef:12] Griffiths discusses the way that Gors Goch is a natural setting for the poem:  [12:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 2.] 

Both Gors Goch as a place and the marwnad are suffused with both absence and presence. In the same way as Lil’s palpable absence from her former home is counterbalanced by her presence in my geographically-situated memories of her, the marwnad both signifies her absence from the world, and ensures her continued presence in our lives through a creative, artistic performance.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 6.] 

‘Lil’ is a poem written originally in Welsh and translated into English by the poet. It is 86 lines long and features rhyming couplets and alliteration in the original Welsh, while the translation is more literal. Interestingly, the starker language used in the translation creates an atmosphere of emptiness and finality. The poem, as mentioned earlier, is written in cynghanedd. On this style of poetry, Griffiths writes that: 
Writing in cynghanedd is, for me at least, a negation that happens away from the page, between the question ‘What do I want to say?’ and allowing words that resonate, related to a person, landscape and emotions, to find each other. It is initially a non-linear, chaotic process, until the shape and direction of the poem become clear and the components begin to coalesce.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 4.] 

The process of writing in cynghanedd and creating a marwnad appears to be organic. Rather like the individual and non-linear grieving process, and the slow decay and regeneration of nature, the poem comes together unpredictably at first, until it reaches a stage where it can be refined with technical knowledge and skill. There is an intriguing quality to ‘Lil’, in that everything about it is complex and layered, from the composition itself, to the style it is composed in, to the subject matter and surroundings. Geographical references are scattered throughout the poem, but a specific reference that is returned to almost inevitably is the bog of Cors Goch.[footnoteRef:15] The bog is almost anchoring the reader back to the tangible experience of loss. Griffiths notes that ‘in the original Welsh, the regular, seven-syllable couplets, stacked one on top of each other, resembled layers of sediment and organic matter in the bog, preserving memories as records of times past’.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 4, stanzas 1, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9.]  [16:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 7.] 

As mentioned previously, the English translation feels stark and final. There is a strong theme of loss and absence, but one aspect of absence that can easily be overlooked is how strong of a presence it has. Lil’s house, once small and full of furniture and life, is now ‘a chasm’, ‘naked’ and ‘taciturn’. Griffiths laments that Gors Goch, which he remembered as being welcoming, is now empty.[footnoteRef:17] Throughout the poem, there is almost suffocating emptiness, and the pain of remembering stings: ‘The summer’s colours come / in a garden choked with bramble. / Memory’s comfort is painful / in the thickets of weeds.’.[footnoteRef:18] Griffiths writes that so many of his memories of Lil are tied to Gors Goch and to the local landscape, and that, much like how materials are both lost and preserved in the bog, Lil is both lost and preserved through the poet’s memories: ‘despite the emptiness of the house, I can remember her smile and her words are a bond between us and the landscape, a landscape in which the bog is still red. Despite the cracks and absences in my memory, this landscape is whole and part of me’.[footnoteRef:19]   [17:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 4, stanza 1.]  [18:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 4, stanza 5, lines 7-10.]  [19:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 4.] 

Social loss through Lil’s death is mirrored by environmental loss; Lil’s vegetable garden is now fallow and overtaken by brambles and weeds, her house is bare and dusty. There is an uncomfortable atmosphere alluded to in these lines, about how the passage of time contorts grief and memory.  The changing landscape reflects emotional changes to what were once happy memories; the wild strawberries are worthless in the hedgerows, and summer’s colours are now choked with brambles.[footnoteRef:20] Like the rushes coming back thinner after the harsh winter, the weight of Lil’s passing has left her loved ones frail as they lay her to rest.[footnoteRef:21] Death and grief can be an exhausting experience to manage, and Griffiths articulates it poignantly here, as he touches on the mixed emotions involved.  [20:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 4, stanza 5.]  [21:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, paragraph 4, stanza 6.] 

Nature imagery is a culturally important aspect of Welsh poetry. It is seen by Griffiths as a vital part of both connecting to the rich bardic tradition of Wales, and linking the modern Welsh together to address the climate crisis.[footnoteRef:22] Within traditional marwnadau, nature features prominently: in the 13th-century marwnad for Llywelyn ap Gruffudd, the last prince of independent Wales, the medieval poet Gruffudd ab yr Ynad Coch laments:  [22:  Hywel Griffiths, ‘Poetry’s Place in the Face of the Climate Crisis’, Institute of Welsh Affairs, 25 February 2022 <https://www.iwa.wales/agenda/2022/02/poetrys-place-in-the-face-of-the-climate-crisis/> [accessed 20 May 2026].] 

The heart’s gone cold, under a breast of fear; 
Lust shrivels like dried brushwood. 
See you not the way of the wind and the rain? 
See you not oaktrees buffet together? 
See you not the sea stinging the land? 
See you not the truth in travail?[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Gruffud ap yr Ynad Coch, ‘Lament for Llywelyn ap Gruffud, the Last Prince’, in Welsh Verse, trans. by Tony Conran, 4th revised edition (Seren, 1995), pp. 161-164 (p. 163, stanza 6).] 

The sorrow and turmoil of the social loss of the prince is reflected in the harsh, tumultuous conditions of the landscape; the sea is agitated, stinging the land, the trees are huddling together for comfort against the unforgiving weather. The loss of Llywelyn is so great that even the natural world is feeling that confusion and pain. This sense of something now being fundamentally wrong in the world is perhaps quite relatable to many who have experienced grief, and is clearly a feeling that transcends the barriers of time. It could be supposed that there is some comfort to be found in these shared experiences and emotions around death. It connects people across the boundaries of place and time, and creates a sense of solidarity and understanding. The final stanza of ‘Lil’ speaks to this complex and contradictory sense of connection and disconnection, again, using nature imagery through the red bog of Cors Goch. While there is still sorrow, this final stanza seems more at peace with the loss, leaving the reader with a sense of catharsis: 
The room is empty now, 
but your smile will always be there. 
A bond between the frail reeds 
in the water, your words 
are one with the bog tonight, 
one with the frail earth. 
The bog is red as always, 
our memory also, ruddy and cracked, 
the bog is in my bones.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Griffiths, ‘Enacting Memory and Grief in Poetic Landscapes’, stanza 9.] 

In conclusion, Hywel Griffiths eloquently memorialises both his great aunt, and his grief for her loss, in ‘Lil’. The poem is accessible and evocative, using simplistic language to allow the emotions and imagery to speak for themselves. The poem clearly expresses the dual nature of absence and takes the reader along a journey of the poet’s memories using the landscape they took place in. While ‘Lil’ is a marwnad and therefore about an individual, this poem holds complex layers. Personal, social, and environmental loss are entangled among the memories and experiences portrayed in the poem, with Griffiths even going as far as to connect his grief, and Lil’s death, to the bog of Cors Goch and, more generally, to Wales itself. This poem is haunting in its earnest simplicity, compelling in its subtle complexity, and relatable to a wide audience for its themes are sadly understood by most people. This poem, therefore, like the landscape that holds the memories of Lil, also holds the collective experience of grief, creating connection in severed connections. In addition, ‘Lil’, while processing the loss of a person, is itself a challenge to the idea of loss as it refuses to accept the loss of the marwnad form through its revival in this modern version. 
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Appendix A: Lil, by Hywel M. Griffiths 
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Lil

Mae’r stafell yn wag bellach,
agen fawr yw’r gegin fach

a noeth heb ei dodrefn yw,

y dwst, dywedwst ydyw,
Gors-goch, oedd yn groeso i gyd
yn y cof, yn wag hefyd.

Ni bu sain mor absennol
na holl swn ei llais 0'i h6l —
rwy’n clywed diasbedain
ewyllys mawr y llais main
yn swn y bwlich, swn y byd
o’i alar yn dychwelyd.

A’r wawr yn lonawr mor oer
fe rusiodd Chwefror iasoer.
Dihoenodd lleuad wanwyn

a’i golau brau yn y brwyn,

ac yn nos ein gwanwyn ni
Mawrth oedd yn gymorth iddi.
A lle bu mantell bywyd

yn ei gardd, mae’n foel i gyd.
Wedi’i gaeaf olaf un,

y dail sydd yn ei dilyn.

Yn ei haf fe redem ni

at y giat, tuag ati.

Gyda’i hwyl caem ein sbwylio,
a’i diléit wrth droi’r sied lo’'n
ddinas, rhoi rhyw gynfas gwyn
hyd y wal, aem i'w dilyn

i droi iard yn gae pél-droed,

a hynny yn ei henoed.

Er ei hoed, ei direidi

deunaw oed oedd gyda ni.

Ofer nawr yw’n haf hir ni,

ofer yw casglu’r syfi

o gloddiau, ofer gwledda

ar ffrwyth ffydd ar hirddydd ha’,
ofer yw disgwyl hefyd

silwét drwy’r iet o hyd.

Lliwiau haf sy’n ein llefain,

ond drwy’r ardd fe glymwyd drain.

Mae gwewyr mewn cysur co’
drwy y chwyn sy’n drwch yno.

Lil

The room is empty now,

the small kitchen a chasm,
naked without its furniture;
taciturn dust,

and Gors Goch, welcoming
in memory, now also empty.

There never was so absent a sound,

as the sound of her voice after she left;
| hear the great echoing will

of her thin voice

in the sound of the breach,

the sound of the world

returning from its grief.

January’s dawn so cold

and February a chill fright,
the spring moon languished,
her frail light in the reeds,
and in our spring night
March assisted her;

where life’s mantle lay

her garden is bare.

After her final winter

the leaves follow.

In her summer we ran

towards the gate, towards her.

In her mirth we were spoiled

by her delight as she built a city in the coal
shed,

painted on the wall’s canvass;

we followed her

to turn her yard into a football field;

all this in her old age,

but we had her teenage mischief.

Our long summer is in vain,

the wild strawberries worthless

in the hedgerows,

like our faith in long summer days;
we wait in vain

for her silhouette at the gate.

The summer’s colours come

in a garden choked with bramble.
Memory’s comfort is painful

in the thickets of weeds




image2.jpeg
Fely frwynen eleni,

breuach, teneuach ym ni.
Fesul ffald a fesul ffos

y daw inni ein dunos;

ar gaead Lil, ergyd lem,

awn i roi lle chwaraeem

nesaf i'w Hebeneser,

rhoi glaswellt dan laswellt blér,
a rhown niy cwysi cain

yny co’ wedi’u cywain.

Trwy’r brwyn, fel y dirwyn dwr,
diwedda Penrhyn Deuddwr.
Yn ei bedd rwyf yn boddi

fy Llangynog euog i.

I'r gors y sudda Sir Gar,

i'w mawn du mae ein daear
fesul cae a fesul cof

yn dihengyd o’i hangof,

i gofio yn dragyfyth

fel rhyw ddaear fyddar fyth.

Wrth dy ochor, Lil, torrwn

fedd cefn gwlad a’r cread crwn,
a rhoi’r dydd i ddyfnder dwr,

i heddwch Benrhyn Deuddwr.
I'r gors y rhown ni’r corsydd

a rhown ni’r siglenni sydd

yn dal ein hanes yn dynn —

yn y dwfn bydd pob defnyn
ohonom yn ei haenau,

gwaun lom amdanom, ein dau.

Mae’'r stafell yn wag bellach,
ond yno fyth dy wén fach.

Fel cadwyn rhwng y brwyn brau
yn y dwr, mae dy eiriau

yn un &’r siglen heno,

a daear frau drwy y fro.

Y mae’r gors yr un mor goch,

yr atgof heddiw’n writgoch,

a’r cof yn graciau hefyd,

mae’r gors yn fy mér i gyd.

Like the rushes

we are thinner, frailer.

Farmyard by farmyard, ditch by ditch,
our dark night comes;

on the casket, on such a bitter blow,
we come to place the place

where we played,

next to her Ebenezer,

we put grass under greening grass,
and we gather the fine furrows

into memory.

Through the reeds, as water winds,
Penrhyn Deuddwr ends.

In her grave | drown

my guilty Llangynog.

Sir Gar sinks into the bog,

Into the dark peat our land,

field by field, memory by memory,

escapes into forgetfulness to remember for

ever, like some deaf earth.

At your side, Lil, we dig

a grave for country, and creation,

we give the day to the water’s depth,

to the peace of Penrhyn Deuddwr.

To the marsh we give all marshes

and we give all the bogs

which hold our history -

in the depth every drop

of us will be its layers,

a barren meadow around the both of us.

The room is empty now,

but your smile will always be there.
A bond between the frail reeds

in the water, your words

are one with the bog tonight,

one with the frail earth.

The bog is as red as always,

our memory also, ruddy and cracked,
the bog is in my bones.




