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The Snow Spider By Jenny
Nimmo

Discovering the Magic of The Snow Spider
By Jenny Nimmo

In the vast landscape of children's literature, certain books hold a special
kind of enchantment. They are the stories that feel both deeply personal
and  universally  magical,  weaving  together  the  threads  of  reality  and
fantasy until they become indistinguishable. The Snow Spider By Jenny
Nimmo  is  precisely  such  a  book.  Since  its  publication  in  1986,  this
captivating  novel  has  become  a  cornerstone  of  children's  fantasy,
particularly celebrated for its rich integration of Welsh mythology and its



poignant exploration of family, loss, and the power of belief. For readers
young and old,  it  remains  a  timeless  journey into  a  world  where  the
ordinary  and  the  extraordinary  collide  on  a  windswept  Welsh
mountainside.

An Introduction to a Welsh Classic

The Snow Spider By Jenny Nimmo is the first book in what is often
called the Snow Spider Quartet or the Magician's House series. It tells the
story of Gwyn Griffiths, a nine-year-old boy living on a remote farm in
Wales.  The story begins on his ninth birthday,  a day that his mother,
Bethan, has been dreading. Gwyn is given a mysterious set of five gifts
from his grandmother, Nain, a woman with a reputation for being a bit
odd. Nain gives Gwyn a brooch, a piece of seaweed, a whistle, a scarf, and
a cracked horse chestnut. These unassuming objects, she tells him, are the
keys to unlocking his hidden magical powers, a legacy from a long line of
magicians in his family.
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The novel is not merely a collection of magical events; it is a deeply felt
story about a family grappling with grief. Gwyn's older sister, also named
Bethan, disappeared without a trace four years earlier on her birthday.
The  loss  has  shattered  the  family.  Gwyn's  mother  is  distant  and
heartbroken, unable to look at her son without seeing the daughter she
lost. His father is a practical, often stern man who dismisses Nain's talk of
magic as foolishness. Gwyn himself feels invisible and lonely, desperate for
his mother's love and to understand the hole in his family's heart. This
emotional realism is what makes The Snow Spider By Jenny Nimmo so
powerful. The magic does not erase the pain; it offers a way to confront it.

The Birth of the Snow Spider

The title of the novel refers to a small, ethereal spider that Gwyn creates
when he uses his newfound powers. Using the gifts from his grandmother,
and a desperate wish to bring his sister back, Gwyn sends a message into
the world. In return, a tiny, fragile spider made of snow and starlight
appears. This snow spider, which Gwyn names Arianwen (Welsh for "Silver
White"), is not just a pet or a familiar. It is a conduit for his magic. It can



weave threads of light and silver, spinning a web that connects Gwyn to
the past, to his ancestors, and to the magical world of the Mabinogion, the
ancient Welsh myths.

What  makes  the  snow spider  such  an  effective  symbol  is  its  delicate
nature. It is beautiful but vulnerable, much like Gwyn's own hope. The
spider's ability to spin a magical web becomes a metaphor for Gwyn's
attempt to "spin" the truth of his family's past and "weave" a new future.
Through the spider, Gwyn discovers he can see into the past, speak to
animals,  and  even  travel  through the  wind.  The  magic  of  The Snow
Spider By Jenny Nimmo is not about grand fireballs or epic battles. It is
a softer, more elemental magic, deeply tied to the natural world of the
Welsh  mountains:  the  mists,  the  streams,  the  ancient  hills,  and  the
whispering winds.

Key Characters in The Snow Spider By Jenny
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Nimmo

The novel's strength lies in its beautifully drawn characters.  Each one
plays a vital role in Gwyn's journey of discovery.

Gwyn Griffiths: The protagonist. He is a lonely, sensitive, and
observant boy. His deep longing for connection—with his missing
sister, his distant mother, and his mysterious grandmother—drives
the narrative. His growth from a quiet boy into a confident young
magician is the heart of the story.
Nain (Grandmother): Nain is the keeper of the family's magical
secrets. She is wise, sometimes cryptic, and deeply loving. She sees
the magic in Gwyn that others cannot. She is not a typical sweet
grandmother; she is formidable, mysterious, and unapologetically
different.
Eira (Gwyn's Mother): Eira is a tragic figure, paralyzed by the grief
of losing her daughter. Her inability to move on creates a palpable
tension in the household. She represents the way that sorrow can



cloud the vision, making it impossible to see the magic and love that
is still present.
Alun (Gwyn's Father): A hardworking farmer who is rooted in the
practical world. He is skeptical of magic and easily frustrated by his
family's "eccentricities." Yet, his love for his family, though
unexpressed, is evident. He represents the conflict between the
rational world and the world of imagination.
Arianwen (The Snow Spider): More than just an animal, the spider
is a magical projection of Gwyn's power and will. It is a guide, a
friend, and a tool. Its fragility and beauty mirror the delicate nature
of Gwyn's new abilities and his hope.

Themes of Grief, Family, and Magic

One of the reasons The Snow Spider By Jenny Nimmo has endured for
decades is its sophisticated handling of complex themes. It is, at its core, a
book about grief and healing. The disappearance of Bethan is the ghost
that haunts every page. Gwyn's magical journey is not just about learning
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spells; it is an emotional quest to understand and heal the rift in his family.

The novel explores the idea that magic is not a cure-all. Gwyn's initial wish
is to simply "bring Bethan back," but he must learn that magic cannot undo
tragedy in a simple, straightforward way. Instead, his powers allow him to
uncover the truth about Bethan's disappearance and to give his family the
closure they desperately need. This is a much deeper and more rewarding
lesson than a simple happy ending spell.

Furthermore, The Snow Spider By Jenny Nimmo  is a celebration of
Welsh culture and mythology. Jenny Nimmo masterfully weaves elements
from the  Mabinogion—the classic  collection  of  Welsh  stories—into  the
fabric of her narrative. Gwyn’s magic is not arbitrary; it is an inheritance
from a magical lineage connected to the myths of King Math, Gwydion, and
other figures from Welsh legend. This gives the story a profound sense of
history  and  place.  The  setting  itself—the  farm  called  "Llyn"  and  the
surrounding  mountains—is  practically  a  character,  ancient  and  full  of
secrets.



The Writing Style and Atmosphere

Jenny Nimmo’s writing in The Snow Spider By Jenny Nimmo is spare,
lyrical, and atmospheric. She has a gift for creating tension and wonder
with very few words. The language is simple enough for a young reader to
grasp, but rich with imagery. The weather often mirrors the emotional
state of the characters. The constant wind, the rolling mists, the fierce
Welsh storms—all are used to create a mood that is both wild and intimate.
The reader can feel the cold of the stone farmhouse, hear the bleating of
sheep, and see the glint of light on the spider's silver web.

The novel is a perfect example of "low fantasy" or "domestic fantasy." The
magic  exists  alongside  everyday  chores  like  feeding  the  chickens  and
going to school. This grounding in reality makes the magical elements feel
more believable and potent. When Gwyn summons a great wind or speaks
to a crow, it feels miraculous because the world around it is so tangible
and real.
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Critical Acclaim and Legacy

The Snow Spider By Jenny Nimmo  was an instant success and has
remained in print for nearly four decades. It won the prestigious Tir na n-
Og Award in 1987, which is given annually by the Welsh Books Council for
the best English-language book with an authentic Welsh background. This
award  recognized  the  novel's  outstanding  contribution  to  children's
literature  in  Wales.

The book was also adapted into a successful television series by the BBC in
1988 and again in 1990, introducing the story to an even wider audience.
The series, filmed on location in Wales, captured the visual beauty and
atmosphere of the book perfectly. For many children in the UK, watching
the series was their first introduction to the magic of Welsh mythology.

The legacy of The Snow Spider By Jenny Nimmo is significant. It paved
the way for a wave of children's fantasy that drew on specifically Celtic
and British mythology, a trend that would later explode with the popularity



of Harry Potter. While it is less famous than some later works, its influence
is felt in its quiet, thoughtful approach to magic. It never talks down to its
readers. It treats their emotions and their intelligence with respect, telling
a story that is both hopeful and honest about pain.

Why You Should Read The Snow Spider By
Jenny Nimmo Today

In a world of  fast-paced, effects-driven fantasy,  The Snow Spider By
Jenny Nimmo offers a quiet, contemplative alternative. It is a book that
rewards careful reading. It is a story for:

Fans of mythology: Anyone who loves stories like The Dark is Rising1.
by Susan Cooper or the Percy Jackson series will appreciate the deep
roots in the Mabinogion.
Readers who love character-driven stories: If you care more2.
about a character's emotional journey than about epic battle scenes,
this book is for you.
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Those seeking atmosphere: The Welsh setting is beautifully3.
rendered. It is a book you can smell and feel.
Teachers and parents: It is an excellent book to read aloud or to4.
study in a classroom setting. Its themes are profound but accessible,
and it sparks wonderful discussions about family, loss, and the
meaning of magic.

The themes of family connection and healing are timeless. Despite being
written in the 1980s, the emotional landscape of the novel feels fresh and
relevant.  The search for  identity,  the  pain  of  being misunderstood by
family, and the hope that understanding can be found—these are universal
experiences that transcend generations.

Conclusion

The Snow Spider By Jenny Nimmo is far more than a simple children's
fantasy story. It


