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The story of Rhiannon of Llyn Y Fan Fach,[footnoteRef:1]the Welsh Lady of the Lake originates in Carmarthenshire. It is the tale of a local farmer and Rhiannon, a mystical woman he meets at the lake known as Llyn Y Fan Fach. After three offers of marriage, Rhiannon accepts the farmer on the condition that if he strikes her three times, she will return to the lake, taking with her all the livestock she brought as her dowry. They go on to have three sons and a seemingly happy marriage but on three occasions, a christening, a wedding and a funeral, the husband breaks his promise. [1:  Gwyndaf, R. ‘A Welsh Lake Legend and the Famous Physicians of Myddfai.’ Béaloideas, 60/61, (1992), 241–66 (p. 241).] 

After the third, Rhiannon walks followed by the livestock back to lake, where they enter, never to be seen again. She does however return only to visit her sons and pass on her mystical knowledge. These men would go on to become the famous Physicians of Myddfai [footnoteRef:2] [2:  John Pughe, The Physicians Of Myddfai (Llanarch Press, 2008).
] 


In most retellings of this story the husbands’ touches are accidental.










“Duewch chwithe
Yn iach adre”

Mêl
Sweet Ones –
I gave words and you returned them, bowls overflowing with 
fresh milk, stirabout, boiled and put to a wound not yet mature. 
My little healers. Do you recall the days we sat beneath the yew 
and listened for its stories, drew them in a homely dust? Your 
fingers were still chickweed, your laughter ripples of Odd Iach. 
Remember – that water is rarely still. 

Onions, peas, cumin, garlic – as well as sorrow, anger, these 
are no good for the heart. Along with too much care, too 
much travel. Stay close always to the hazel tree. 
And for the itch, when it comes, apply dock roots strained through
linen. And for the swelling, sage wine and thyme. And for deafness 
of the ears, the juice of the leek and goats gall, drop it in. 
And for long nights always lavender.   

I gave life and you returned it, reduced the burn with  
skylark chatter, smooth as sheep’s milk applied with feathers. 
Always feathers. Do you recall the days we sat beneath the oak
and watched aderyn make a nest among its arms? Your
eyes were honey mixed with egg – that eased the swelling
allowed the skin to find the bone again. You have been honey –
overpowered the bitter paste, made it sweet. 
Remember – that water is rarely still.   
     
“Cras dy fara
Nid hawdd fy nala”

Cefnfor

Bronwen had spoken once of the ocean.
How it is always moving. She had seen it
with her own eyes.
“It is like the water is breathing,
in, out, in, out,’
What had she called it?,
‘waves’.

Afterwards, he offered me bread.
I wanted nothing from him.
The surface of the lake,
calm as lavender. Underneath,
I imagine fish, swimming violently
in circles. There is a lament somewhere
deep, within the swell.







Llyn Y Fan Fach

A cauldron - thick and hot with soot.
Piwcs Du and Waun Lefrith,
strict iron sides - hold the lake, hold the
spells our mothers stirred at in their sleep.
The nights they dreamt of Her return,
of their own. Mist simmers over a peak’s claw,
Kestrel, Carrion crow, the Skylark, wings
that whip a fierce rim. Red sprites - hurtling
from height to the basin’s depth in search
of flesh - abandoned. But –
this landscape lives.        














“Llaith dy fara
Ti ni fynna”

Adra

The fire is low and the bed wet.
Bron had said, ‘if the waters come quickly,
so will the child’. I stoke the fire until
it reddens, dry out the skins.

It must be warm. It is not long
until the room expands to meet the pulse
of a foxgloved heart. Beating, beating, against
the insides of the house where we first meet.
Fierce.

The child must be warm.
Dry out the skins.
The child must be warm.








Just A Tap

My Grandmother shared your mountain for a time,
Your circular language too. A mix of chapel rhyme
and ancient anarchy, boiled blue and left to rest.

You leant her your frustration.
She chose to keep it, underneath her Sunday hat.
I keep it in my pocket, feel for its sharp edges.

My daughters will wear this lake. Did you weep
as you took it off? Sometimes I think I catch
your shape outside this rain–churned to a pulse.

It is in water I see you best. Find
my own voice rowing. To you. To her.
To all the others.

Just a tap.
Just a tap, they said. A tap to the arm
the shoulder, the head.
But the water whispers red.

She is gone.
Taken all he owned 
with her to the depths.
Limbs outstretched.










“Tair ergyd ddiochoa”

Gadael

At the wedding I cried. Those
around us scoffed. The strange girl-
whose eyes speak before they are spoken to.

My youngest son’s bed is no longer
mine to make, and I can swim.
After the christening. The first time. 

I sat in this same house, my lip beating
like a heart, looked on at those three
beds, felt the arm twist in the belly. I will stay.

At the funeral, I watched my only
daughter in the ground, She the stitch that broke
the patterns cloth. The fourth - 
I laughed. Knowing suffering

will not be hers. On the fourth morning, I kill the cattle.
Take a knife to their necks. Quick and kind. Barefoot,
circle the house three times.

Bathed in sunlight – I walk to the lake.

Atlantis

As a child, I imagined you inside
your own Atlantis, green and swimming.
Liquid-nymph, save the eyes
that can be seen at dusk
just beneath the surface,
watching from the water.

They made a goddess of you on purpose,
to save their skins. Your fluent parts
mean little to me now. Humanity is
the edifice, solid as a pebble.
A woman, looking at her own
reflection in a lake.
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Notes
Rhiannon’s words in Welsh that head the poems in her voice are cited from:
Gwyndaf, R. ‘A Welsh Lake Legend and the Famous Physicians of Myddfai.’ Béaloideas, vol. 60/61, (1992), pp. 241–66. https://doi.org/10.2307/20522409. Accessed 29 Jan. 2023

The remedies largely featured in Mêl but scattered throughout the portfolio can be found in:
Pughe, John, The Physicians Of Myddfai (Llanarch Press, 2008)

Menyw – Welsh for “a woman”
Mêl – Welsh for Honey
Cefnfor – Welsh for “Ocean”
Adra – Welsh for “Home”
Gadael – Welsh for “Leave”
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