Myths Made Modern Assignment 2  
Matthew Youde
Compose a creative literary work in any genre that is a response to an aspect of the Mabinogion.
It is unfortunate that across the extant corpus of Welsh literature there are only fragmentary allusions to the sea, or waters more generally, as a setting for character or story. If the characters of the Mabinogion can be said to be echoes of pre-Christian Celtic deities, then precious few echoes remain of sea deities. Though we can connect characters in the surviving sources with Irish equivalents (Manawydan with Manannán mac Lir, for example) they are located firmly on land, with very little connection to the sea at all. Dylan Ail Don offers a tantalising glimpse at what we may have lost. Could there have been, among other potential Branches of the Mabinogi, a tale of a hero who takes the form of a sea creature? What adventures might he have embarked on? I wanted to write into this perceived gap in Welsh mythology. 
Dylan Ail Don, a new Branch of the Mabinogi
During the events that we spoke of above, when Arianrod was tested and shamed by Math Son of Mathonwy, she gave birth to two boys. One, who at first was little more than a mass of flesh which the sorcerer Gwydion secreted away, became Lleu Llaw Gyffes. The other was called Dylan Ail Don, and when it came for him to be baptised in the manner of that time, he became like a creature of the sea, and swam away. 
He grew into a man among the fishermen and sailors who traded with Ireland, and he would often help them find great catches of fish – the largest any of them had ever seen - or guide them through the fogs that came from across the sea. Sometimes, he would walk across the waves to save sailors thrown overboard in storms.
One day, Dylan wondered about his mother, knowing about her ordeal at his birth. So he asked the traders who sailed from Gwynedd for news, and learned of her further humiliation by Gwydion and his tricks.
So he came ashore, though not for long as he could not be long out of water, and the point he came ashore is still called Pwynt Maen Tylen to this day. With a company of sailors and fishermen he came to Caer Arianrod. 
‘Greetings, lady,’ they said.
‘God prosper you, and welcome,’ said Arianrod, thinking some lord and his retainers had come from Ireland. ‘Which Lord are you. What a strange household you keep, for these look like fishermen and sailors.’
‘These are indeed fishermen and sailors, lady’ said Dylan, ‘but they are my friends and companions. And if I am a lord, then I am but Lord of the Sunken Hundreds, empty lands lost to the sea, and of the waves, and the creatures of the deep. I have no lands or household. I am Dylan, your son.’
Everyone at the court shouted, for they knew of the humiliation Arianrod suffered at his birth. 
‘I have already laid my Tynged on my son Lleu Llaw Gyffes,’ she said, ‘shall I place it on you also?’
‘You may, if it pleases you,’ he said, ‘for a name I already have, no arms do I need, nor a wife of this race, for I am no longer fully a man of this race, but a creature of the sea. But I would be your son, if it pleases you.’
Arianrod thought for a moment, and then said, ‘Then here is my Tynged on you. Do you know of the three unnatural sons of wicked Gilfaethwy and of Gwydion, your uncles?’
‘I do,’ he said.
‘Then you shall not be my son until you have done this thing,’ she said, ‘my nephew Bleiddwn, one of these unnatural sons and in the form of a monstrous wolf, has been eating my flocks and herds. You must stop him, but do not kill him. It is not easy.’
‘If it were easy, it would not be worthy of you,’ said Dylan. ‘Where shall I find him and what shall I do?’
‘He lives in a cave in the foothills of Eryri. No waterways can bear you close enough. But if you wait in the Bay of Conwy and sit upon the waters at the moment the moon is next at its fullest, the second wave  - for which you are named – will carry you inland, and by the ninth wave you will have reached the place. You must stop him with this, but remember not to kill him.’
She gave him a silver knife.
‘I will go and do that,’ he said.
So Dylan went to the Bay of Conwy at the appointed hour, in the form of a silver fish, and the second wave carried him inland just like Arianrod promised, and by the ninth wave he reached the cave. 
Bleiddwn is outside, howling at the moon and he sees this silver fish before him. His song has hungered him and so he swallows Dylan whole. Then, while Bleiddwn sleeps, Dylan’s companions come and cut him open with the silver knife, and out comes Dylan, and then they put stones in Bleiddwn’s belly and sow him back up, so that he is too slow to catch any flocks or herds again. But they do not kill him.
They returned to Arianrod.
‘Lady,’ said Dylan, ‘ I have done as you asked. Am I now your son?’
‘Not yet’, she said, ’you must do another thing, but it will not be easy.’
‘If it were easy, it would not be worthy of you,’ said Dylan, ‘what must I do?’
‘My nephew Hychddwn Hir, one of these unnatural sons and in the form of a monstrous boar, has been trampling my fields and uprooting my forests, so that we cannot farm, or hunt. His power comes from his hair. You must cut it with these.’ She gave him a silver comb and shears. ‘Bring me a lock of his hair to prove you have completed the task.’
‘I will do it,’ said Dylan. ‘Where can I find him?’
‘Next Gwyl Mai he and his hosts will feast and then drink their thirst at a lake near Trefil. There are no rivers there from the sea, but if you once again assume the form of a fish, your companions may bear you there in a bowl. Wait in hiding in the lake, and when Hychddwn falls asleep, cut his hair and drive him and his hosts from my lands’.
So Dylan left. He takes the form of a silver fish and his companions fill a vessel with water. He gets in, and they carry him to the appointed place, where he waits in the lake until Gwyl Mai. With a terrible noise Hychddwn and his hosts arrive at the lake and drink it almost to empty, so that there is one small puddle left, where Dylan hides. And while Hychddwn sleeps, Dylan creeps out and using the silver comb and shears removes a lock of his hair. 
Hychddwn immediately awakes and, afraid because he has lost his power, flees with his hosts west, the comb and shears still stuck in his hair, and they run all the way to the sea, and into it, heading towards Ireland.
Dylan’s companions use the last part of the lake’s water to refill the vessel, (the empty lake at Trefil can be visited to this day, famed for its strangeness) and with Dylan inside it they returned to Arianrod with the lock of hair.
‘Lady,’ said Dylan, ‘ I have done as you asked. Am I now your son?’
‘Not yet’, she said, ’you must do another thing, but it will not be easy.’
‘If it were easy, it would not be worthy of you,’ said Dylan, ‘what must I do?’
‘My nephew Hyddwn, one of these unnatural sons and in the form of a great stag, roams the forests to the east. He will grant a favour to any who hunt and catch him – though it is impossible to do so, especially without killing him, which you must not. Catch him, and ask for his favour, and you will be my son.’
‘I will do that,’ said Dylan, ‘where can I find him?’
‘A year from now he will come to a place in the river Conwy to ford it and cross into new lands. You must be there. You cannot approach by land, so you must swim up the river. He will sleep before crossing, and you must bind him with this so he cannot escape before you ask your favour.’ She gave him a silver thread.
So Dylan left, and once more in the form of a silver fish he swims up the river and arrives at the ford at the appointed time, and Hyddwn arrives and lays down to rest and Dylan creeps out of the water and binds him with the silver thread. Hyddwn wakes up.
‘So you have caught me,’ he says. ‘Very well, what is the favour you request of me?’
‘I wish to be restored as Arianrod’s son’, says Dylan.
‘Very well,’ says Hyddwn, ‘My fathers cursed us all. it is granted. Set me free, and be well.’
So Dylan set him free and, assuming one more time the form of a silver fish headed back down the river towards Caer Arianrod.
Now Gofannon, who was Dylan’s uncle, was fishing with a spear down river. Upon seeing Dylan in the form of a wonderous silver fish, he thrust his spear into the water and into Dylan’s side, and hauled him onto the bank. Dylan transformed back into a man, and Gofannon was overcome with grief when he realised what he had done. That was one of the Three Unfortunate Blows.
Gofannon bore Dylan back to Arianrod, and explained what had happened.
‘Truly he was restored as my son,’ she said, ‘but now I am left to weep for him, and all sons of mothers humiliated by Princes and men (for she was one the Three Wronged Mothers of Britain). Let us make sure the curse of their mothers’ humiliation does not ruin their lives, as it ruined my son’s.’
And so she decreed that in the cantrefi she ruled over, all sons would receive equal status and inheritance, legitimate and illegitimate. And this became the law of all lands in the Island of the Mighty, and is the law of Wales even to this day.
Here ends this Branch of the Mabinogi.

Critical reflection
As a water sports enthusiast with a particularly strong connection to the sea it’s quite a personal interest to explore this gap in our corpus.
Though the Fourth Branch only gives us a few details about Dylan, I was able to use them (turns into a fish, association with the ‘second wave’), as well as some real-life places associated with him, to build his attributes and some of the story. Because he and Lleu are brothers, I gave Dylan some aspects of the solar deity/Christ type too, although different aspects than the ones we see with Lleu. Dylan walks across the water to save drowning sailors and helps fishermen land hauls never seen before. He keeps company with fishermen. As a fish, he is pierced in the side with a spear, by someone who does not know what he has done. I played with the idea of having him come back to life, like Lleu, but decided I wanted the final note of the story to belong to Arianrod, and her role as quest and law giver is an attempt to make the story pro-feminist without making it feel too contemporary, since I wanted it to read like a medieval text. Dylan’s lack of title, land and servants also constitute an attempt to infuse some class-consciousness into the text in the same way.

In order to make this piece feel as authentic as possible, I identified a set of literary devices that I wanted to include, namely, laconic and sparse writing, tripartite repetition, switching to present tense during key action scenes, references to triads, and onomastics. I also wove in links to other parts of the wider Mabinogion (most notably an origin story for Twrch Trwyth) and continental folklore (The Big Bad Wolf). 
I thought about whether to adopt the guise of a Romantic – or even modern – literary forger when writing this piece, and it is something I might explore further. One minor nod to this can be found in the piece, in that one of the locations for a key action scene is not, in fact, an ancient dry lakebed but a well-known quarry popularly used as a filming location for Sci-fi TV and Film!
