Difficult Heritage: Cofiwch Dryweryn

North of Llanrhystud, Ceredigion, Wales, there exists a piece of graffiti: the words Cofiwch Dryweryn (Remember Tryweryn) in white on a red background on a stone wall (see Figure 1; Google Maps, 2024). Painted in 1963 by Welsh writer and academic Meic Stephens (Thomas, 2023, pp. 361-362; BBC Cymru, 2015) in protest to the controversial plan by Liverpool City Council to flood the Tryweryn valley in North Wales to create the Llyn Celyn reservoir, in the process evacuating and flooding the village of Capel Celyn (Thomas, 2023, pp. 46-47, 298). The plan went ahead in 1965, two years after the painting of Cofiwch Dryweryn (ibid., pp. 298-300). Since then the flooding of Capel Celyn was an event at the focus of Welsh nationalism and has been attributed to a rise in support for the ideology and Plaid Cymru, a Welsh nationalist political party (Bomford, 2005). Replicas of the original Cofiwch Dryweryn exist in large numbers not only across Wales but also in England, Scotland and internationally in the United States of America and the Falkland Islands, showcasing a rise in Welsh nationalist ideology and the use of Cofiwch Dryweryn symbolically (Knapman, 2019). This essay explores the interaction between the Cofiwch Dryweryn both as a monument to Capel Celyn and as a symbol of Welsh nationalism, cultural heritage and value. Issues of contestation with the monument will also be explored, and a discussion of expanded interpretation and negotiation are also explored.  


Figure 1: Cofiwch Dryweryn graffiti mural after rebuild in 2020 (Pgbrown, 2020)


	Links between Wales and Liverpool have existed for a long time - from the 1500s to the present day Liverpool has had a Welsh diaspora for occupational reasons and its close geographical location (Thomas, 2023, pp.16-17; Toner, 2018). In the present day, areas of Liverpool still retain their Welsh names due to a well established Welsh connection to Liverpool’s construction sector in the 1800s (Toner, 2018). 	The city saw a strong rise in population in the 1800s through to the 1900s, with notable further immigration from Wales and Ireland resulting in a growing working class population (Thomas, 2023, pp. 22-23). This growing population resulted in an issue of slums in Liverpool, with this culminating at its worst in the 1950s, with a survey in 1950 finding that some 3624 houses were overcrowded with multiple families per house (ibid., p. 26). The city council at this time desired to address this slum issue through a policy of slum clearance, with the formation of new high rise apartments to address this (ibid., p. 27). This ambitious plan was not to be taken lightly however; the building of new homes would require finances and more utilities. The population was expected to continue growing after the clearance of slums and the city council had a major concern: that more water would be needed to facilitate these new homes (ibid., pp. 31-32). 
	A number of ideas were formed to tackle this issue: increasing the carrying capacity of Vyrnwy Aqueduct in Powys and the Oswestry aqueduct; buying water in bulk supply from Manchester Corporation; and considering a natural source in North Wales (Thomas, 2023, p. 35). These ideas were rejected in favour of constructing a new man made reservoir in North Wales. Originally, the focus of the council was to flood Dalanog, a village situated within a valley in Montgomeryshire. Immediate backlash was received by people of Wales, namely due to the argument that the site of Dalanog was of hereditary importance due to the memorial chapel of Ann Griffiths, a methodist hymn writer (ibid., pp. 36-41). 
	The Tryweryn valley was considered as an alternative, flooding the village of Capel Celyn (Thomas, 2023, p. 42). Despite anger and protest to this proposal (Bomford, 2005), with unsuccessful attempts to discuss the proposal with Liverpool City Council by Tryweryn residents (Thomas, 2023, pp. 57-64) the Llyn Celyn reservoir was formed at the site of the now past village of Capel Celyn in 1965 (Thomas, 2023, pp. 298-300). The building of the reservoir was able to happen due to it being passed through an Act of Parliament, avoiding having to gain consent from the Welsh planning authorities. The bill was passed by 166 votes to 117 and notably had no support from any Welsh MPs (Thomas, 2015; Bomford, 2005). 

Figure 2: A group of people at the village of Capel Celyn, 1950s (Thomas, 2015).


Figure 3: Llyn Celyn (Driver, 2011).

Figure 4: Llyn Celyn: then and now (Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, 2011)

In 1963, two years before the opening of Llyn Celyn, news of the proposal to flood Capel Celyn had found its way to Meic Stephens, a man who went on to become a writer and an academic. A resident of Garth Newydd, Stephens and prospective lawyer Rodric Evans were Welsh nationalists who were responsible for painting slogans on walls throughout Wales. One slogan stood out among the rest: Cofiwch Tryweryn [sic.] in white on a red background just north of the town of Llanrhystud in Ceredigion (BBC Cymru, 2015; see figure 1). Painted on the wall of an old unused barn off a main road connecting the north of Wales to the south, this monument to the village of Capel Celyn has been seen by 1000s of passersby. Notably, Stephens has stated that the location of the mural was for no particular reason, and that he did not at the time expect it to be remembered any more than his other forgotten slogans (Jones, 2006). The mural has been repainted a number of times, due to a number of vandalism incidents and notably the mural has been edited to read the grammatically correct Cofiwch Dryweryn, with the name of Tryweryn being mutated (BBC Cymru, 2015; Knapman, 2019). 
Both the drowning of the village itself and the monument to it have been culturally impactful to Wales. Llyn Celyn has been described as “the lake that stirred nationalism”, resulting in support for the Welsh nationalist political party Plaid Cymru (Bomford, 2005). The flooding has also been named as the prime motivation for the founding of the Free Wales Army, a group that gained media intervention for its militant ideology of Welsh independence and propaganda, albeit they were scarcely involved in any militant action (ITV Cymru/Wales @ NLW, 2015; Thomas, 2022, p.ix). 
The drowning can also be attributed to the formation of another group: Mudiad Amddiffyn Cymru (MAC) (Movement for the Defence of Wales). Formed from disillusion with Plaid Cymru and its lack of militant response to the construction of Llyn Celyn (Thomas, 2022, pp. x-xi), this was a group that was responsible for a number of bombings of properties and sites in Wales (ibid., p. ix), notably bombing the transformer which supplied electricity to the Llyn Celyn dam (Bomford, 2005).  
Figure 5: Free Wales Army (emao2015, 2016)


Cofiwch Dryweryn as a term has transcended from being a static solitary monument in Llanrhystud to a maxim for Welsh nationalism (Knapman, 2019), described by Stephens himself as being a part of the “cultural heritage of Wales” (BBC Cymru, 2015). As a piece of heritage, Cofiwch Dryweryn has what writers Drury and McPherson (2008, quoted in Benton and Cecil, 2010, p. 8) as having “communal value”, that being value that “derives from the meanings of a place for the people who relate to it”. They go on to state that these communal values are “closely bound up with historical values” (ibid.). This can be applied to Cofiwch Dryweryn: that the monument is innately tied to a sense of Welsh identity and autonomy, that it evokes those values in people. “Commemorative” and “symbolic” values are also reflected in the “meanings of a place for those who draw part of their identity from it” (ibid.) and Cofiwch Dryweryn exists both as a source of commemoration (of Capel Celyn) and symbolism (Welsh nationalism and identity). This also has close relation to “social value”, that which is “associated with places that people perceive as a source of identity, distinctiveness, social interaction and coherence” (ibid., p. 9).
When discussing heritage and memory, sociologist Maurice Halbwachs argued that “memory is always social” (1925, cited in Benton and Cecil, 2010, p. 14). In his work titled The Collective Memory (ibid.) he states that “experience leaves traces in the mind, [...] but these only become recognisable as memories within particular groups”. He explains further that individual recollections of shared experiences nurture and support each others’ recreation of memory, that personal memory is an individual viewpoint on the collective memory of the group (ibid., p. 15). This theory can be applied to Cofiwch Dryweryn in a number of ways: firstly, that the symbolism of the monument is only effective and applicable to those that are either Welsh themselves or have an active experience with Wales: secondly, that whilst most Welsh people will have some memory of the event, either secondarily or primarily, the shared idea of Cofiwch Dryweryn as a symbol of Welsh identity supports or perhaps idolises the event and the actions of groups such as MAC or Free Wales Army. The persistence of replicas of the mural all across Wales (Knapman, 2019) also support this idolisation. 
Benton and Cecil (2010, p. 11) also discuss the relationship of monuments with memory. They discuss that “memory attached to a strong and vivid image is usually more persistent and more likely to be recalled” (ibid.). This is applied to monuments specifically, stating that art, sculpture, architecture and landscaping play a key role in the creation of monuments and that the application of these elements helps the mind to retain memories of an event commemorated in a monument if it is visually striking (ibid.). Whilst visually minimal, the Cofiwch Dryweryn mural is striking and the application of it against an old barn with a green landscape behind it (see figure 1) is visually striking and it would be almost impossible to drive past it southwardly without reading it. With a contextual knowledge of the drowning of Capel Celyn, this plays a key role in the mind recalling the event (see figure 6). 

Figure 6: Cofiwch Dryweryn mural on the approach to Llanrhystud, from a driver's perspective (Google Maps, 2024)

When discussing the Cofiwch Dryweryn mural as monumental - does its form as graffiti affect its monumentality, either positively or negatively? Anthropologist Rafael Schacter (2024) states that all graffiti is a monument, literally not metaphorically. He argues that etymologically "monument" signifies “reminder, advice or warning”. He argues then that “monument” can be understood as “a public object attempting to arrest our attention”, and he states that all public graffiti does this (ibid.). As stated previously, it is clear that whilst driving the Cofiwch Dryweryn mural does this. He also discusses how graffiti has a distinctive relation to its physical environment - how it does or does not integrate itself within a space (ibid.). The evidence of the repainting and conservation of the mural supports the idea that the mural is an integral part of the landscape and that there is a desire to maintain it as such (Morgan, 2010; Nation.Cymru, 2019). Finally, Schacter (2024) also claims that graffiti is an example of “marginal monumentality”, that they have an “outsider social status” due to the transgressive nature of them. He argues that this solidifies its status as a monument (as a “reminder, advice or warning”) more so than the traditional “hierarchical” monument due to the “dominance” and “disruption” of the environment that graffiti enacts. 
As mentioned previously, the history of the Cofiwch Dryweryn mural is one of continuous contestation through vandalism. Some of the vandalism that the wall has faced has been innocent and apolitical, such as in 1991 when Welsh actor Rhys ap Hywel supposedly repainted the wall in black and white as a teenager, claiming “I wasn’t an activist - I was just pissed” (Rondo Media, 2012; Nation.Cymru, 2019). The wall was further defaced by ap Hywel after his Welsh teacher had known he had defaced the wall from his initialisation and she berated him for his misspelling of Dryweryn; ap Hywel later added “Sorry Miss!” to the bottom of the wall (Rondo Media, 2012).
In 2008 the wall saw more vandalising with the wall being altered to say “Angofiwch [sic.] Dryweryn LOL (Forget Tryweryn LOL (laugh out loud))” (BBC News, 2008; see figure 7). The result was an upset community, with Glyn Davies, the former chairman of Llanrhystud Community Council saying “It’s a landmark and it’s a great shame it’s been altered” (ibid.). Interestingly, at the same time the Ceredigion Welsh Assembly Member (AM) Elin Jones had contacted Wales’ Culture Minister Rhodri Glyn Thomas addressing a desire for the Welsh government to provide funds for the preservation of the wall but the historic environment service of the Welsh government, Cadw, stated that it “did not qualify for grant aid because it was not a registered monument or a building of historical interest” (ibid.). This raises questions of what a national body such as Cadw considers “historical interest” when the Cofiwch Dryweryn mural is considered as part of the “cultural heritage of Wales” (BBC Cymru, 2015) by some and “an undeniable part of the Welsh cultural heritage landscape” (Knapman, 2019) by others.Figure 7: “Angofiwch Dryweryn”

Despite this statement from Cadw, the monument was vandalised again in 2010 with a spokesperson from the Welsh Assembly Government stating they were “disappointed” with the attack, and Heritage Minister Alun Ffred Jones helped launch an appeal to preserve the site (BBC News, 2010). No such preservation was ever given to the site, and it was further vandalised in 2013 and 2014 (Morgan, 2014). These last three vandalisms, in 2010 (see figure 8), 2013 and 2014 (see figure 9) were not overtly political, although the reasoning behind defacing a mural of Welsh identity must be questioned. 

Figure 9: Cofiwch Dryweryn 2014 vandalism (Morgan, 2014). 
Figure 8: Cofiwch Dryweryn 2010 vandalism (BBC News, 2010).


In 2019, a number of further vandalisms took place. In February of this year the word Elvis was painted over the mural (Owens, 2019; see figure 10). The mural was restored only to have the top of the wall broken in April of that year (Walford, 2019; see figure 11). Importantly, during this time more and more replica murals were being created across Wales in great numbers (Thomas, 2019; Knapman, 2019). Thomas (2019) states that these vandalisms were part of a “targeted anti-Welsh campaign”, and it “galvanised communities all over Wales” to create their own murals. The Dyfed-Powys police treated the breaking of the wall as a hate crime, and a subsequent CCTV camera was placed at the site of the mural (BBC News, 2019), coinciding with the reconstruction of the damaged wall (BBC News, 2020a). Despite this, the wall was once again vandalised; a swastika and Celtic-style cross were painted over the writing (BBC News, 2020b), showcasing evidence for a “targeted anti-Welsh campaign (Thomas, 2019). This, in 2020, was the last time that the wall had to be restored from vandalism (BBC News, 2020b).

Figure 10: The ‘Elvis’ defacement (Owens, 2019)

Figure 11: The Cofiwch Dryweryn wall vandalised. (Walford, 2019)

	Harrison (2010, pp. 168-169) discusses the destruction of heritage. He writes on the Taliban’s destruction of the Buddhas of Bamiyan, two monumental Buddhist structures in Afghanistan, and the impact this had on heritage on not just a national scale but also global. He discusses how the destruction of these monuments “shook the whole world” and that the destruction has “done more for the global hegemony of World Heritage and UNESCO than [they] could have achieved if they had never been threatened (ibid.). 
	This can be applied on a smaller scale on the Cofiwch Dryweryn mural and Welsh identity. As Thomas (2019) states, the vandalism and restructuring of the mural has arguably done more for the hegemony of Welsh identity than it ever would have done as a static piece of graffiti. Harrison (2010, p. 169) states that “the destruction of heritage might be understood not as the opposite of heritage but as part of the same process of remembering and forgetting, or re-authoring the past in the present”. It could be argued that the numerous repainting of the mural is part of that process of re-remembering, and it keeps the story of the drowning of Capel Celyn in the collective memory of the Welsh population (Benton and Cecil, 2010, pp. 14-15). 
	The case of the Buddhas of Bamiyan can be applied when discussing renegotiation of the monument to Capel Celyn. In 2015 a Chinese couple projected a 3D light hologram of the Buddhas in the space where the original monuments were situated (Delman, 2015). Whilst not an exact replica of the original, this poignant piece of art showcases cultural patrimony and stood as a piece of defiance against the Taliban regime (ibid.). This essay proposes an expanded interpretation of Cofiwch Dryweryn, one where a projection of the mural be applied to the front of the Liverpool Town Hall (see figure 13), as an art exhibition for the reminder of what happened to Capel Celyn and to begin much more discussion over Llyn Celyn in Liverpool itself and not just Wales. This would expand Cofiwch Dryweryn as a symbol of Wales even further and truly push it away from the idea of it being simply a piece of graffiti; whilst the original monument holds great value, the real value of Cofiwch Dryweryn is the message being conveyed, not the wall itself. Whilst the provenance of the original mural is one of value with it being beside a well driven road, the projection of the message onto Liverpool Town Hall would bring a new added layer of provenance to the work, cementing Liverpool as being intrinsically linked to the drawing of Capel Celyn. Figure 12: 3D Projection of Buddhas of Bamiyan (Noori, 2015)



	


Figure 13: Liverpool Town Hall (Mendez, 2012)


The Cofiwch Dryweryn mural stands in two dimensions: a monument for the lost village of Capel Celyn; and a symbol of Welsh identity. Its power as a symbol is exemplified through the existence of replicas all across Wales and beyond (Knapman, 2019), acting as a catalyst for ongoing conversations surrounding Wales’ autonomy. It has become a dynamic piece of heritage that reflects and shapes Welsh identity and its contestation and restoration contribute to this (Thomas, 2019; Knapman, 2019); comparing it the act of recreating the destroyed Buddhas of Bamiyan through light (Harrison, 2010, pp. 168-189; Delman, 2015), a light projection of the Cofiwch Dryweryn mural onto the Liverpool Town hall showcases the “re-authoring” of the past in the present (Harrison, 2010, p. 169) and that heritage is not simply what is preserved but is what continues to be contested and performed. 
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