MA Historical Studies: Fact and Fiction Assignment 2 – Independent Research Project.
M. Youde November 2025.

This project shall examine The Past, part one of Jan Morris’ A Machynlleth Triad, and its value as historical narrative; it shall also aim to identify Morris’ potential primary historical sources, comparing them to their treatment in the text, and in so doing, construct a speculative bibliography for further reading. 
The Triad is a primarily creative work (the sleeve blurb calls its three parts ‘imaginative essays’), focusing on the town of Machynlleth at three points in time: the past, present (1991) and future. [footnoteRef:1] There are named characters – many of which are real - but we do not follow them closely, and there is no plot; rather, the triad comprises three pen portraits of a place at a designated point in time. The Past focuses on Owain Glyndwr’s 1406 parliament during his war of independence; in The Present, the town celebrates its 700th anniversary and in The Future its anniversary as the capital of an independent Welsh republic. Themes of Machynlleth’s deep and ancient history, its almost unchanging permanence, and a sense of destiny realised as the centre of a Welsh nation-state, provide a golden thread through the text in which the town of Machynlleth itself is arguably the main ‘character.’ [1:  Morris, J., and Morris, T. (translator), A Machynlleth Triad (Penguin, 1995), dust jacket.] 

The Past is of interest here due to its likely use of both historical sources and broad historical consensus (namely, that a parliament probably did happen in Machynlleth during the Glyndwr Rising, though there is no hard evidence for this) to produce something that arguably feels incredibly real, even while it is a work of imagination. Morris brings her background as a journalist to bear, reporting on all the small details, gossip and grime. Having reported on the ascent of Everest and war in the Middle East, a reader might consider her trusted and incisive. In particular, her reputation for travel writing and portraits of cities lends itself to making her pen portrait of Machynlleth and its events more authoritative.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Mike Parker, ‘Morris, Jan (1926 -2020), writer,’ in Dictionary of Welsh Biography (online, 2024): <https://biography.wales/article/s15-MORR-JAN-1926?&query=jan%20morris&lang%5b%5d=en&sort=score&order=desc&rows=12&page=1> [accessed 03/11/25].] 

Research objectives and Methodology
It is necessary to conduct a critical appreciation of the work, to see beyond Morris’ authority as a narrator - even if deserved - identifying the techniques and conventions she uses that can be seen as typical for the genre of historical fiction. As a central figure, Owain Glyndwr – and how Morris portrays him – will also be analysed.
While Morris never claims to be writing history - it is unambiguously a creative work – a strong argument can be made that it is deeply rooted in a knowledge - perhaps even close reading of and reference to – primary historical sources. She names several: the 13th century English Royal Charter establishing Machynlleth as a market town; the 15th century praise poetry of Iolo Goch; or a letter from Owain Glyndwr himself to the King of France. These shall be presented in a suggested reading list. How Morris uses these sources will also be analysed and compared with the information these sources actually provide, where possible. Some secondary literature will also be considered.  

Close reading
If it was at all in doubt that the text is chiefly imaginary, The Past opens with the word ‘imagine,’ inviting the reader to transport themselves to that time period. This could be seen as a sort of disclaimer; Morris is not attempting to represent events factually; but it also arguably gives the reader the permission to accept everything that comes after, where pure invention is woven with historical sources. In evoking these sources, Morris arguably produces something that resembles historical writing, but the line between history and fiction is blurred. This is perhaps the case, though, for any writing about history. As Halttunen observes, ‘historians…deal extensively in storytelling.’ [footnoteRef:3] Morris is undoubtedly engaged in storytelling as a practice (even if the text does not fall within traditional structures of plot or narrative arc) and there is much history here, so perhaps the boundary between historical writing and historical fiction is not as defined as we may imagine. Even Morris’ divergence from traditional narrative has value for historical writing. Halttunen argues that such experimentation with narrative is useful in moving past the potentially problematic dichotomy of fiction and non-fiction in historical writing.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Halttunen, K, ‘Cultural History and the Challenge of Narrativity,’ in Hunt, L., and Bonnell, V.E. (eds.), Beyond the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the Study of Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), pp. 165-181., pp. 165-166.]  [4:  Halttunen, K, ‘Cultural History and the Challenge of Narrativity,’ p. 169.] 

In any case, the reader is arguably put at ease by this invitation and entrusts Morris’ narrator with authority.
------
One of the themes Morris leans on heavily to both anchor the events of her work and emphasise the importance of its events is a sense of permanence, that Machynlleth has a self-conscious, unbroken history and sense of itself. This is neatly expressed in the prologue, where the standing stone known as the Maen Llwyd is treated almost as a character, from whose perspective the reader views not only the centuries of history the span the events of the Triad, but also comes to understand the millennia of events that have happened before: ‘over the ages it has watched…’ [footnoteRef:5] Morris invokes ancient fortifications, both neolithic and Roman. Not only does this give a sense of security and safety to the town but also continues to reinforce the narrative of Machynlleth as a continuum of Welsh space-time, connecting far back into the deep past. [footnoteRef:6] [5:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 3.]  [6:  Ibid., p. 12.] 

Permanence is further emphasised in the language with which Morris describes Machynlleth: ‘indestructibly asserting [emphasis added] [its] significance…in the history of Wales.’ [footnoteRef:7] This language links time with place, making Machynlleth feel as sturdy and unending as its ancient fortifications. Morris spans this time, connecting her medieval portrayal to the 19th century. References to both Henry Tudor and the Victorian George Barrow, and his Wild Wales book of 1854 (a sign, also, of the travel writer Morris at work) arguably allow for her to use the much more available and prolific corpus of modern ‘sources’ such as Barrow to add authenticity to the medieval, for which there is far less. [footnoteRef:8] She also draws on nineteenth century topography to solidify Machynlleth’s ‘regularity’, its permanence.[footnoteRef:9] History, facts, happened here.  [7:  Ibid., p. 4.]  [8:  Ibid., pp. 4-5.]  [9:  Ibid., p. 6.] 

Interestingly, this sense of the town being fixed in place, both temporally and spatially, nonetheless allows Morris to place it in within a wider Welsh perspective that is more dynamic and moving. In this Wales, in which, as we shall see next, the travel writer in Morris can be gleaned, ‘Machynlleth was always a junction and a meeting-place.’ [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid., p. 5.] 

-------
Morris’ narrator travels across Wales like an omniscient eye in the sky, zooming in, out and across time and space. She describes other places along the route to Machynlleth in detail, in the present tense; places people would recognise, and this builds trust in her as a narrator. 
Pilgrimage features prominently. Machynlleth sits at the border of the cults of Saints Garmon and Padarn.[footnoteRef:11] The sacred places of Bardsey and Llandderfel are reached via Machynlleth. Even the town itself, with its ‘curative wells, springs, trees, rocks and streams’ is a destination for pilgrims, who come to kiss the Maen Llwyd.[footnoteRef:12] Pilgrimage is arguably a well-known and accepted medieval trope, and readers of historical fiction might feel a sense of familiarity. This is also perhaps important for setting the context for the Glyndwr parliament, or any of the momentous events that draw crowds to Machynlleth in the Triad; these events are quasi-religious ones, the crowds pilgrims, and the legacy of those events weave themselves into the fabric of Machynlleth’s legend. [11:  Ibid., p. 5. ]  [12:  Ibid., p. 15.] 

------
Morris moves from the God’s-eye view to the street level, although her narrator is no less omniscient in its observations. In outlining in detail the small aspects of town life, the text is arguably at its most quintessential as a piece of historical fiction. Across the genre, sights, sounds and smells transport the reader into the scene more vividly, making it more believable even while it is perhaps at its most removed from primary sources, which would not pay much heed to the hustle and bustle of common townsfolk; the craftspeople, professionals, traders, or the relationship of Machynlleth with the port of Derwenlas.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid., p. 4.] 

The town is, ‘lively always, with…wagon trains…traders and functionaries.’ [footnoteRef:14] Morris invokes the visceral dirtiness of a medieval town, with a, ‘muddy main thoroughfare…lined with houses and shops, some thatched, some tiles, some built of uncut stones, some of mud and wattle…’[footnoteRef:15] and ‘open drains and mangy dogs, smells, poverty, ignorance, dirt and disease’[footnoteRef:16] She invokes the senses: ‘there is a clanging of hammers perhaps [emphasis added - note again Morris’ disclaimer as to the accuracy of her description], the glow of a forge…shouts of hawkers…haggling, gossiping and complaining.’ [footnoteRef:17] Clerks with satchels come and go and there are dust covered courtiers, worried market traders, beggars and people seeking favours from Glyndwr. [footnoteRef:18] [14:  Ibid., p.12.]  [15:  Ibid., p. 13.]  [16:  Ibid., p. 13.]  [17:  Ibid., p. 13.]  [18:  Ibid., p. 22.] 

This description is relatively generic; the market, people, roads, buildings could be anywhere, but perhaps this is the point, and makes her Machynlleth truthful at least, even if not factual. There are elements of hyperbole; the town is a ‘travesty of medievalism.’[footnoteRef:19] Morris acknowledges the generic nature of her own description: ‘every stereotypical image of the Middle Ages flourishes or festers.’[footnoteRef:20] Invoking the Black Death, war with France and Papal schism assists the reader in placing Wales, and Machynlleth, in a time and setting; it also builds trust in the knowledge of the narrator.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  Ibid., p. 9.]  [20:  Ibid., p. 9.]  [21:  Ibid., p. 9.] 

Morris layers this richly detailed but ultimately stereotypical medieval description and context onto the place and people of Machynlleth, fusing recognisable urban geography – the layout of the town (previously established as stable through time by Victorian topography) with believable tropes of the medieval marketplace.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Ibid., p. 12.] 

However, Morris also speaks to the particularity of Machynlleth, its Welshness, and this is crucial for the key theme of the piece, the Parliament of Glyndwr. It has, she says, ‘…traditions reaching far back into the past’ and this serves to highlight its Welshness despite English domination, which she describes as a ‘private inheritance… from which the English are excluded.’ [footnoteRef:23] This allows her to ground the larger themes of Welsh independence and the survival of tradition in the generic, widely recognisable and accepted tropes of street-level medieval detail. This is also evident in her description of the Glyndwr Parliament. [23:  Ibid., pp. 14-15.] 

She describes the tents and the campfires of Glyndwr’s army, its drinking and singing; music is played and poets come to entertain the crowds. The streets and houses get muddier and more torn up as more men and horses arrive. This music, metre and camping might evoke for the reader a festival, making it that more relatable. For certain Welsh readers, it may be more relatable still. Sure enough, Morris directly compares the parliament – and Glyndwr’s crowning - to the Eisteddfod, like the ‘moment of climax of the chairing of a bard’. [footnoteRef:24] There are long horns to announce the commencement, like the trumpets that announce the chairing ceremonies; Owain sitting beneath the Maen Llwyd perhaps evokes the stone circles where the Gorsedd announces an Eisteddfod and welcomes new members,[footnoteRef:25] and the call and response pledge of loyalty directly copies the bardic ceremony: ‘A oes undod? [Is there unity] / Undod! [Unity!]’ draws directly from, ‘A oes heddwch [Is there peace?] / Heddwch! [Peace!].’ [footnoteRef:26] [24:  Ibid., p. 29.]  [25:  Ibid., p. 30.]  [26:  Ibid., p. 31.] 

------
The war away and at home
The Glyndwr Rising came to cover the whole of Wales, and no town or village was unaffected. While the Glyndwr Parliament is quite an immediate and direct engagement with this, Morris also builds slowly up to this event, and this gives her the opportunity to do something much more subtle and interesting. Readers most likely would have no direct experience of war, and Morris does not go into much detail about battles or strategy. But people have experience or a sense of war happening elsewhere, both through reportage (recall that Morris was a war reporter in the Middle East) or the social memorialisation of involvement in the world wars (the Maen Llwyd and a stone cross at the centre of the town both provide perhaps an almost imperceptible link to memorialisation). 
Morris starts by distancing the town from the Rising: ‘At first the insurrection happens far from Machynlleth.’ [footnoteRef:27] Then she notes the slow but steady involvement: ‘A few wild boys slip out of town to join the rebels.’ [footnoteRef:28] There is talk in the pubs about far off battles and fewer traders come to the town. Morris paints a picture of what war means to small places, whether that is the news of events far away, young men trickling off to join the effort, or eventually the army arriving and the massive – but temporary – impact that has. It also builds expectation and tension, important for engaging the reader. [27:  Ibid., p. 16.]  [28:  Ibid., p. 16.] 

Rather than fictionalising the experience of a Welsh solider during these events, or writing a biography of Glyndwr himself, Morris maintains Machynlleth as her focus, describing the at first fleeting, then momentous encroachment of war and nation-building on it. Again, she invokes sights, sounds, smells, the senses to make it all seem more real. We have images of their banners, ‘smells of sweat and smoke and leather’ and the sounds of weapons clanking and ‘catcalling the girls’ – again, quite a specific scene that makes it more real and believable. [footnoteRef:29] This builds into a tumult: ‘The town is overwhelmed…what a frenzy we may imagine!’ [footnoteRef:30] This build-up of activity makes the text exciting and reminds us that this is a piece of entertainment. [29:  Ibid., pp. 17-18.]  [30:  Ibid., p. 18.] 

-----------
Glyndwr
We cannot but give attention to the central figure of Owain Glyndwr. It is worth noting that Morris uses neither direct dialogue (though she reports some recited poems and public proclamations) nor substantive characterisation as tools in this work. This is a departure from historical fiction as a genre, which leans heavily into the words, actions and motivations of the people at the heart of the stories being told. 
This lack of dialogue and characterisation – we get almost no sense of internal lives and motivations – makes Glyndwr something of an enigma, a mysterious force moving through the events of the work rather than a character we are meant to feel something for. This also lends itself to a popular image of Glyndwr as a supernatural figure, which shall be discussed more presently. This distance arguably puts us amongst the townsfolk gathered to see him – we crowd the streets with them hoping for a glance as he moves from building to building. Morris’ narrator becomes both silent observer and commoner on the street. Again, this arguably taps far more into the readers’ experiences of royalty: fleeting glimpses of visits through pressing crowds. 
If Glyndwr is not described by his behaviours, words or traits and motivations, then he is arguably given an air in Morris’ description of his arrival and movements. He is stern, aloof, his comings and goings lack grace and flair. His ‘princely flotilla’ is comprised of ‘two small and battered ships’[footnoteRef:31] and he is described as ‘more guerrilla general than a Prince’ [footnoteRef:32] His impact on the town is jarring: ‘If he enters a house he and his men burst through its doors as though in street fighting’ [footnoteRef:33] [31:  Ibid., p. 18.]  [32:  Ibid., p. 19.]  [33:  Ibid., p. 19.] 

This lack of kingly decorum and civility, while arguably more believable for a guerrilla force that cannot stay in one place for long, has perhaps another effect. It subverts the reader's expectations, perhaps more conditioned to expect choreographed pageantry, more grandeur, or for the saviour of Wales to be a figure of assured restraint, calm and dignity. Morris’ account of him is brutal and unromantic, noting the sacking of communities and religious sites by the Welsh as well as the English. Some of the damage he has inflicted on his own land is close to irreparable.[footnoteRef:34] If this experience jars, then it potentially allows for Morris to undercut the foundations and assumptions the reader is basing their imagined history on and allows them to accept hers. The reader becomes more reliant on her and her vision of Glyndwr and his parliament. [34:  Ibid., pp. 20-21.] 

Nonetheless Morris provides some reassurance to those hoping for a heroic vision, invoking Iolo Goch's courtly praise of Glyndwr's princely equalities, his generosity. This combination of Morris’ imagined ruffian Prince with her use of Goch’s undoubtedly embellished but nonetheless contemporary praise (we shall explore how sources like Iolo are used in the text presently) creates as close to a character as we get in the text. The contrasting descriptions of poet and narrator offer an interesting insight into the challenges of narrative history and historical writing more broadly: the depictions of historical figures in the primary sources we have – while not necessarily to be accepted as accurate– must be balanced with more believable speculative descriptions that are works of the writer’s imagination. These invented characterisations and descriptions still make the work feel more truthful for the reader, even when they are not factual.
The rhyme he is ‘said to have extemporised over dinner’ seems to be wholly Morris’ invention. [footnoteRef:35] Again, the inclusion of this in the text along with extracts of real medieval poems adds credibility, making it feel more authentic. It also adds a rare bit off characterisation to Glyndwr - composing his own verse to meet the occasion demonstrates his learning and culture.  [35:  Ibid., pp. 26-27.] 

Morris makes an interesting comparison between Glyndwr with Roger Casemate, a figure from the history and mythology of Irish nationalism and independence. Arguably, this thread connecting Glyndwr and the Easter rising is an indulgence that breaks the spell of immersion for the reader, and yet it once again grounds medieval history in modern parallels for which we have more knowledge and sources. Casemate was a respected diplomat, Glyndwr a lawyer. Both were active in their respective British state establishments, and both led risings against the crown. Morris here arguably draws on or, depending on a reader's potential political outlook vis-a-vis Welsh self-rule, seeks to persuade of a sense of solidarity and fraternity between Welsh and Irish nationalism. [footnoteRef:36] The primary effect, however, is to ground the figure of Glyndwr in more modern examples to make him feel more believable and his context more relatable. [36:  Ibid., p. 21.] 

-----------
Sources [footnoteRef:37]  [37:  for the sake of expediency, substantial commentary will only be made on several of these sources.] 

Morris was under no obligation to refer to or lay out any primary or secondary sources she may have used to inform her writing. Nonetheless, it has become more common to see writers of historical fiction provide reading or source lists for the research they have undertaken.[footnoteRef:38] This arguably has two effects. First, it provides the reader with a rich resource for delving into the events, people and places featured in a creative work. Second, it enhances the sense of trust the reader gives to the writer, however creatively or imaginatively these sources may have been used. It is possible to suggest several sources at work in Morris’ writing, but she does not provide any commentary or bibliography. However, several sources are referred to in the text itself, and this perhaps has a similar effect. If anything, the references to documents, poems and traditions brings them more immediately closer to the reader; Morris is less of a translator or intercessor between history and these sources; she puts them right under the reader’s nose. All the while, we must remember that Morris makes no claims that require supporting documentation or scholarship, and footnotes and superscript references might also disrupt the immersive experience for the reader. [38:  This was noted during module seminars, particularly focusing on Hilary Mantel and her Wolf Hall series.] 

In any case, Halttunen argues that there are ‘qualitative and quantitative limitations of historical documents’ in providing an insight into history, and that they still require creativity and experimentation to bring them alive for the lay reader. [footnoteRef:39] This is undoubtedly what Morris does; to take the first source identified here as an example, the charter establishing a market at Machynlleth in the 13th century.  [39:  Halttunen, K, ‘Cultural History and the Challenge of Narrativity,’ p. 165.] 

NLW MS 2132B (1868-1899); Transcripts by Charles Ashton of various documents, including a 1291 charter by Edward I granting Owen de la Pole a weekly market in Machynlleth; National Library of Wales.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  ‘NLW MS 2132B (1868-1899),’ National Library of Wales (online description for document): <https://archivestest.library.wales/index.php/transcripts-33> [accessed 10/11/25].] 

This is the likely source Morris would have had access to, rather than the original medieval document (although this may be extant: searches for “Owen de la Pole, Market, Machynlleth” within the National [UK] Archives return results for Royal Rolls from the 1290s, but further information, including whether these are digitised, is behind a paywall. 
The document itself would have been light on detail and rather dull in the reading; Morris weaves it into a narrative of the age and permanence of the town and uses it to bestow a certain sense of pedigree on it. This is even with the admission, right there in the narrative itself, that despite the neolithic and Roman ruins (implying previous and continuous settlement), the town has its real foundation in the 13th century, with this charter. [footnoteRef:41] [41:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 4.] 

Since this is the first historical record for the town, it is therefore noteworthy that Morris claims Glyndwr’s parliament – something we have no contemporary sources for – as Machynlleth’s ‘first claim to the attention of history.’ [footnoteRef:42]  Here is perhaps a small insight into the contested definition of ‘history’ itself. The parliament is undoubtedly the most significant event in Machynlleth’s history, but the attention of history is a subjective value judgement, based on its significance. Yet history is also the study and interpretation of evidence, and the charter is arguably therefore equally significant, if not more so, for being the earliest source historians can actually turn their attention to. [42:  Ibid., p. 17.] 


Jesus College MS. 111 (‘Red Book of Hergest’, 1382–1425); poems of 15th century poet Iolo Goch.[footnoteRef:43] Translations and edited versions of Iolo’s work have been published, and Morris would have had access to these. The most accessible and available edition is Dafydd Johnson’s University of Wales Press version.  [43:  ‘Jesus College MS. 111,’ Oxford Libraries Online (item description and sample digitisation): <https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/9bf187bf-f862-4453-bc4f-851f6d3948af/> [accessed 20/11/25].] 

Iolo is a key source for Glyndwr, since three of his poems concern him, and were likely composed for him while Iolo was visiting his manor at Sycharth before the Rising. Johnson suggests that Glyndwr was probably not his principal patron, and that he called there on his way back to the court of a more prominent patron.[footnoteRef:44] Since he is the main poetic source for Glyndwr, it makes sense for Morris to choose him as the de facto court bard to Glyndwr’s parliament, but in reality Glyndwr probably patronised another poet at his home and we have simply lost these works, if they were ever written. In any case, Johnson suggests Iolo might have already been dead when the rising started.[footnoteRef:45] Even so it is noteworthy that three poems to Glyndwr, one describing Sycharth in palatial detail, another extolling his battle prowess in service of England in its Scottish wars, and a third laying out his descent from multiple Welsh royal lines (therefore making his claim to be heir to all Wales) found their way into a manuscript that was perhaps written during the Rising, or at least very soon after. It is therefore reasonable for Morris to utilise Iolo, though she does not actually use his extant poetry, instead putting her own words for the occasion into his mouth.[footnoteRef:46] [44:  Johnson, D. (trans., ed.), Iolo Goch, Poems (Gomer, 1993), p. ix.]  [45:  Johnson, D., Iolo Goch, Poems, p. ix.]  [46:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 32.] 

Iolo’s poetry provides an interesting insight into the popular idea about Glyndwr being a mysterious and magical figure. Perhaps popularised by Shakespeare (Glendower in Henry IV, Part 1 claims ominously that, ‘I can call spirits from the vasty deep’), [footnoteRef:47] Morris also attributes the ‘supernatural’ to him. [footnoteRef:48] Iolo does indeed bestow ‘hud hydr’ (strong magic) on Glyndwr. [footnoteRef:49] Yet he immediately follows up by saying this is a quality of nobles more generally, thereby dispelling this depiction. [footnoteRef:50] [47:  Shakespeare, W., Henry IV, Part 1, online edition at Folger Shakespeare Library: <https://www.folger.edu/search/?q=I%20can%20call%20spirits%20from%20the%20vasty%20deep&area=works&work=henry-iv-part-1> [accessed 25/11/25].]  [48:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 21.]  [49:  Johnson, D., Iolo Goch, Poems, poem 9, line 1.]  [50:  Ibid., poem 9, line 2.] 


Jesus College MS. 111 (‘Red Book of Hergest’, 1382–1425); 13th century poems of Gruffudd ab yr Ynad Coch.[footnoteRef:51] Various editions, mostly in Welsh, of the Beirdd y Twysogion corpus have been published. [51:  ‘Parry, T., ‘Gruffudd ab yr Ynad Coch (fl 1280), poet’, at Dictionary of Welsh Biography (online, first published 1959):  <https://biography.wales/article/s-GRUF-APY-1280> [accessed 03/11/25].	] 

Morris uses Gruffudd’s lament for Llywelyn ap Gruffudd to paint a picture of loss and anguish and claims that these feelings are still present and raw more than a century later.[footnoteRef:52]  [52:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, pp. 9-10.] 


Peniarth MS 111 (potentially after 1600, copy of earlier MS); Attested 6th century poems of Llywarch Hen. Edited edition available via Internet Archive. [footnoteRef:53] [53:  Williams, I., Canu Llywarch Hen (Cardiff: University of Wales Press,1935), Internet Archive: <https://archive.org/details/canullywarchhen00llyw> [accessed 27/11/25].] 

Morris uses these supposedly ancient poems to convey a sense of remembered greatness, patriotism and the expectation of a deliverer in Glyndwr. [footnoteRef:54] The antiquity of the source might also, for those readers who know how old Llywarch Hen’s work is meant to be, add to the sense of Machynlleth’s connection to deep time. [54:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 15.] 


Peniarth MS 28 (1225-1275); Cyfraith Hywel/ Medieval Welsh Law of Hywel Dda. University of Wales Press’ edition, ‘Hywel Dda, The Law,’ is recommended.
Morris’ allusions both to the evolving and emerging institution of the Westminster parliament (well documented) and the pseudo-historical gathering of Wales at Whitland to codify Welsh law under Hywel Dda again draw threads between the imaginary and the real to ground the account in a sense of truthfulness and authenticity.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 24.] 

Pennal Letter (March 31st, 1406);[footnoteRef:56] Letter by Glyndwr to the King of France. Original is held at Archives Nationales in Paris; a facsimile by NLW (though this was made after the Triad was published). Canolfan Owain Glyndwr in Machynlleth (the ‘Ty Mawr’ of The Triad) produces a booklet with the translated text of the letter, and this is very accessible to the casual reader. [56:  The Pennal Letter (Bilingual Booklet) (Machynlleth: Canolfan Owain Glyndwr, 2007).] 

The Pennal Letter is arguably the single most important source for the Glyndwr rising. Written, dictated or ordered by Glyndwr himself in the year the Machynlleth Parliament is supposed to have taken place, it is a plea to Glyndwr’s friends abroad - specifically the King of France - to continue to aid him (Morris suggests this foreign ‘interest in Welsh sovereignty is largely an interest in the humiliation of England’ but a strong and friendly bond with France is implied in the letter).[footnoteRef:57] It also sets out what many claim is Glyndwr’s programme of government, which Morris uses directly in the text, having Glyndwr lay out this programme at the Machynlleth parliament. [footnoteRef:58] However, this core of this perspective is the letter’s reference to the establishment of two Universities in Wales, in the north and south. Putting this plan into the wider context of the letter, it could arguably be seen not as part of a political manifesto but a religious one. The Pennal letter is primarily concerned with church matters such as the appointment of Bishops and rectors (hence the universities; these would have been primarily for the instruction of clergy), the restoration of the status of St David’s as a metropolitan church, and the offer to pledge loyalty to the Avignon Pope rather than the Roman one. [footnoteRef:59] This focus is absent from Morris’ account, and her Glyndwr’s vision is a largely secular one. [57:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 27.]  [58:  Ibid., p. 31.]  [59:  The Pennal Letter ] 

---
Concluding comments
The abruptness of the end of the parliament and the dispersal of Owain’s forces refocuses our attention on Machynlleth as the centre of the text, not Glyndwr. The ultimately doomed rising is very briefly described, but Machynlleth’s weekly market outlasts all. [footnoteRef:60] Ultimately, this is not a text about the Glyndwr rising, but about Machynlleth itself, a love letter to it. The Parliament gives Morris an opportunity to make it the centre of the world, placing it at the heart of Wales’ journey through time. The events serve the place, not the other way around, and in both this and Morris’ divergence from traditional narrative, characterisation and dialogue it sits uncomfortably at either end of the narrative history/historical fiction spectrum.  [60:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 34.] 

As Halttunen argues, writers of factual history use many of the same creative conventions as fiction writers, so Morris’ imagination does not necessarily dismiss The Triad as a valuable contribution to our understanding of history.[footnoteRef:61] Nonetheless, it is also clearly a work of creative fiction, set in a past informed rather than led by historical sources, like many other works of historical fiction. Morris makes no claims to history writing, but nor is her work straightforward historical fiction either.  [61:  Halttunen, K, ‘Cultural History and the Challenge of Narrativity,’ p. 166.] 

It arguably bridges both sides of the spectrum and perhaps offers an insight into how creativity and imagination can unlock and enliven history for people. Halttunen puts it well: ‘experiments in historical narrativization have fruitfully opened up…new possibilities…loosening our characteristic death grip on novelistic realism.’ [footnoteRef:62] Ultimately, Morris must have the last word, and she is satisfyingly ambiguous. She ends on a note of uncertainty, musing on whether the whole parliament might have all been a dream and never actually happened. [footnoteRef:63] [62:  Ibid., p. 177.]  [63:  Morris, J., A Machynlleth Triad, p. 34.] 
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