Myths Made Modern: Assignment 1
Write a critical evaluation of the influence of any one character from the original Mabinogion texts on the work of one or more modern-day authors of your choice.
Content warning: references to gendered violence, coercive control

“A myth [is] an event which, in some sense, has happened once, but which also happen[s] all the time.” [footnoteRef:1] Karen Armstrong – A Short History of Myth  [1:  Karen Armstrong, A Short History of Myth (Edinburgh, Canongate, 2006) p. 7.] 

While trying to write this piece, something interesting happened. It started out as a more straightforward survey of the ‘footprints’ of Gwydion through Alan Garner’s The Owl Service, the objective being to demonstrate that he is not a character adapted into a new form, but an element, or elements, of story pushing through into the novel and insisting upon its characters and events. But a deeper contemplation of myth itself kept demanding attention: how myth functions, what it even is, and especially what it is for. Embracing that invitation, this piece explores how The Owl Service is potentially less of a modern adaptation of medieval literature and more of an application of mythology in precisely the way it is intended to be used, both in form and purpose. It will explore myth as a process of remembering and re-enactment, and its psychological, even therapeutic value, as well as the sense of timelessness referred to by Karen Armstrong in the quote above. Gwydion shall remain our guide in this, but act more as a conduit to deeper and broader themes, as – it shall be argued – is his function.
‘there was this wizard, or something, I forget his name, and he made a woman out of flowers…’ [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Alan Garner, The Owl Service, HarperCollins Children’s Books Edition (London, HarperCollins, 2017) p. 55.] 

Remembering
The making and telling of myth is, perhaps, an act of remembering, but also of forgetting. As it is used by storytellers to speak to their contemporary experiences of the human condition, parts of these tales are necessarily discarded or forgotten.
Gwydion enters The Owl Service not as a character, either in its past or present, but as a series of fragments and memories that get pieced back together over time. At first, his name is forgotten, even as his role in the story of Blodeuwedd, Lleu and Gronw is revealed. Huw’s nickname - Hannerhob, Halfbacon –  contains a whispered memory of the old tale and Gwydion’s association with pigs. Then, his own voice is present in the torn pages of the Mabinogi that Gwyn gathers up to read, though he is not named yet. 
While he remains nameless and fragmented, it is as if he has no power over the fate of Garner’s characters or story. Gwyn’s efforts to collect the scattered pages from the book feel like a good metaphor; ‘he gathered more fragments, but he could do nothing with them.’[footnoteRef:3] At this point in the novel, the characters – and indeed the reader – are unaware of the full story they will become doomed to retell. It could also relate to the sometimes literal fragmentation of myth: ancient or historic textual sources are often incomplete, discarded or lost; therefore, myth is something only partially preserved or remembered, accidentally or deliberately.  [3:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 53. ] 

After Gwyn remembers him (‘ “Gwydion... That’s him….He was the wizard…It’s coming back to me.” ’) [footnoteRef:4], it is as if he gains more substance, becomes more real for the characters that will enact the same story he began. In this light, the second part of Gwyn’s statement becomes all the more ominous; Gwydion is ‘coming back’ in more than a figurative sense (although not in a fully physical one) and bringing the story with him.  [4:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 64.] 

It is also only after this that we are presented with the full story behind Huw’s nickname. Interestingly this account is not analogous with Gwydion’s theft of Pryderi’s pigs in the Fourth Branch. It is as if Gwydion’s story has imperfectly mapped itself onto Huw’s life, merging with its events. This could be said for the Blodeuwedd story as a whole (‘ “She…will use what she finds” ’).[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 211.] 

Memory, secrets, repression; these are extremely important themes in The Owl Service. Nancy suppresses her own memories, reacting violently to Gwyn bringing them back up, and prohibiting him from talking to Huw. She is the one who locked the plates away, and discarded the key to the mysterious room. Roger and Alison use the memories of their absent parents to hurt each other; then there is the mystery of Alison’s uncle and how he died. Huw pebble-dashed the mural of Blodeuwedd in the billiard room to try and escape his past. 
According to Karen Armstrong: ‘[Myth] was an early form of psychology. The stories of gods or heroes…brought to light the mysterious workings of the psyche, showing people how to cope with their own interior crises.’ [footnoteRef:6] Throughout the Owl Service the violence and harm that repressed trauma and memories can cause is processed through a retelling – and a re-enacting – of this timeless, mythological story. It is to re-enactment that we will now turn. [6:  Armstrong, A Short History, p. 11.] 

‘We come here,’ said Huw. ‘It is the place.’ [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 181.] 

Re-enacting
In the Fourth Branch, Lleu is in a state of deathly limbo after Gronw’s mortal blow, roosting in an oak as a rotting Eagle. Gwydion finds him, led by a sow, and calls him down to restore him, setting up the showdown between Lleu and Gronw and the cursing of Blodeuwedd. In Chapter 24 of The Owl Service, Huw and Gwyn (and Gareth Pugh’s sow!) re-enact this scene. 
For Huw, Gwyn needs to be retrieved so that he can see his part in the story through to its end, where Gronw is slain and Blodeuwedd is cursed once more (‘ “You are needed…It is nearly time” ’).[footnoteRef:8] But Huw also gives Gwyn a truth he didn’t know – or at least confirms what he – and we –  may have suspected: that he is his father. Thus, although by this point the characters are trapped inside the story and cannot escape it (Gwyn tries, but fails; this re-enactment seeming less like a rescue and more like the re-capturing of a fugitive!), nonetheless this re-enactment provides a point of closure for Gwyn, a mystery solved, something hidden revealed. The re-enactment of myth as a form of psychology, therefore, feels at least partially true here, because it allows Gwyn to understand some of the things that had tortured him thus far, especially relating to his mother’s attitude to Huw and the events unfolding. In some way, then, Huw - like Gwydion with Lleu -  does, perhaps, ‘save’ Gwyn. [8:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 180.] 

It is worth noting Huw’s statement about this being ‘the place’. His way of talking, the ambiguity of his tenses, lends weight to the suggestion that events are doomed to repeat themselves over and over throughout time, as they always have. The tree is the one to which they always come to re-enact the original story (whether it is actually the tree Gwydion rescued Lleu from or not, if it ever even happened). 
The tree takes on the significance of an altar of sorts, for offerings to the power in the valley that drives the events that unfold. Gwyn finds in a hollow of the tree relics of past re-enactors – including Huw - and he leaves his own trinket there (‘ “…we bring here what we have” ’)[footnoteRef:9]. This repetition of depositing items in special places (especially trees) throughout time is potentially one of the most fundamental mythological or proto-religious behaviours, observed even in some Ape species. [footnoteRef:10] ‘Mythology is usually inseparable from ritual’ claims Armstrong. It is a ‘liturgical drama… incomprehensible in a mundane setting.’ [footnoteRef:11] If the retelling and re-enactment of Blodeuwedd’s story is a liturgical drama, then perhaps Gwydion can be seen almost as the celebrant or Priest of this liturgy. It is interesting to compare the social function of Bards or storytellers (which Gwydion had some skill in, according to the Fourth Branch) and Priests; both use symbolic, performative storytelling to help people make meaning out of the human condition and process their wonder and fear of time and space. Huw certainly could be said to be trying to preside in a priestly way over the exorcism-like climax of the book, even if he is ultimately ineffective.  [9:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 182.]  [10:  https://www.newscientist.com/article/2079630-what-do-chimp-temples-tell-us-about-the-evolution-of-religion/]  [11:  Armstrong, A Short History, p. 3.] 

‘‘She wants to be flowers…but you make her owls. Why do we destroy ourselves?’’ [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 91.] 

Resolution
This ritualistic finale is resolved by Roger interrupting its logic (‘ “You’re flowers. You’ve never been anything else.” ’),[footnoteRef:13] breaking the re-enactment, perhaps, but also finally manifesting the sentiment of Huw and others expressed throughout the book: that the very creation of Blodeuwedd was a sort of original sin that has to be made right for the cycle to be truly broken.  [13:  Garner, The Owl Service, pp. 213-214.] 

Garner innovates in this area, introducing an element not engaged with in the Fourth Branch: Gwydion’s guilt and retroactive regret. This is expressed through Huw: ‘ “She will be the worse for my fault” ’;[footnoteRef:14] and through others: ‘ “I wonder how he felt when he saw what he’d done.” ’[footnoteRef:15] Garner casts this regret backwards through time for Gwydion’s creative and violative act and the events it triggers. This is just another example of myth being applied in a modern context – a Gwydion free from regret in the modern age might be more of an antagonist, not a hero.  [14:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 183.]  [15:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 132.] 

In taking responsibility for the events that unfold after the creation of Blodeuwedd, Huw (or Gwydion, or perhaps even Garner) somewhat exonerates Lleu and Gronw for their part in the story, while also ascribing some blame to Blodeuwedd – and that the train of events he kicked off doomed them to always come together and destroy each other: ‘ “But none of them is all to blame,” said Huw. “It is only together they are destroying each other.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 67.] 

It is interesting to ask whether the psychological value of myth arguably breaks down here, or is found inadequate. It could be argued that even as Garner adds layers of regret, guilt and reconciliation to a mythological tale that has understandably become a focus for feminist criticism and adaptation, still he does not go far enough. It is suggested, for example, that psychologising male violence (as in, ascribing repressed trauma and memory to men’s actions rather than any sort of lucid agency) does not break the cycle as much as plain accountability, and even sometimes gives men more tools with which to exert coercive control and abuse.  Chuck Derry of the Gender Violence Institute argues that, ‘psychologizing oppression assists the oppressor, and harms the oppressed. I would suggest it is collusive. It does not attend to the intents and outcomes that motivate individual and systemic sexist oppression’.[footnoteRef:17] Rather than therapeutic approaches to interrupting male violent behaviour, he says, only by making men confront the fact that they made choices can cycles like this be broken. It would be interesting to sit with Huw in sessions such as these, and walk with him as he wrestles with whether he had more agency in the events that unfolded than he perhaps claimed. After all, he did recommend Gwyn and Nancy as housekeeping staff to Clive in the first place, bringing them back to the Valley for motivations that lived in him, whether he believed they came from him or from an ancient and eternal power. [17:  C. Derry, Psychologizing Oppression (online article on author’s own website), Gender Violence Institute <https://www.genderviolenceinstitute.org/news/2020/5/8/psychologizing-oppression> (May 2020) [accessed: March 20th 2021].] 

Conclusion 
It would be easy to imagine a literary adaptation where the actual Gwydion of the Fourth Branch is doomed to live, eternally watching, but unable to prevent, new characters re-enacting the tragedy of his son/nephew and the wife he made for him; or, at least, where the shade of Gwydion, a force of guilt or regret, possesses someone to be his vessel in the story as it gets re-enacted. But neither of these things feel completely true to The Owl Service. This old, tired wizard alive in the modern world trope is especially common, particularly with Merlin, and doubtless Gwydion is treated this way in other adaptations, but not here. Here he is disembodied and emptied of distinct character – he is pure story, a happening only, a forward marching force of ritualistic re-enactment that the novel’s characters become less and less able to escape, in the words of Gwyn, a ‘still happening’. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 63.] 

Moreover, thinking about the title of this module, ‘Myths made modern’: Garner’s adaptation of the Fourth Branch challenges the idea that a myth retold in our time is being ‘made modern’ at all. If a myth, as Armstrong suggests, does indeed happen all the time, then it simply manifests in ways particular to its time. It is not ancient, or modern, but timeless. 
We have established that myth can be a tool for processing the human condition and the things that we do to each other, a psychological way of working through repression and its potentially violent consequences and, in this case, a way of exploring the seemingly eternal suffering of women at the hands of men’s machinations. We have also reflected on the limits of this approach, and perhaps the limits of the storyteller. In any case, as with the stone spear-head Gwyn finds in the tree, which seems too old to be the one Gronw fashioned; the motifs, characters and events of myth serve the meanings we give them and which we apply them to. It seems just that the last words on this be Alison’s. Her comments on the strange marsh gas phenomenon and whether it is natural or supernatural apply, perhaps, to all the devices and events that are deployed in the application of myth, or even in storytelling more broadly: ‘It doesn’t matter what it is. Can’t you see? It’s being used’.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Garner, The Owl Service, p. 89.] 
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