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INTRODUCTION


I am deeply honored to introduce this special edition collection, which brings together my explorations into the mythic legacies of the Welsh Goddesses Rhiannon and Blodeuwedd. These remarkable figures have not only shaped the landscape of Welsh culture and tradition but have also profoundly influenced my own journey into sovereignty and personal transformation.


Modern Pagans and polytheists who feel called to honor the deities of Wales are faced with a very particular challenge. Although never a monolithic culture with a centralized government, one thing all ancient Celtic peoples seem to have in common is that they did not write down their myths, beliefs, or religious practices – preferring instead to entrust the sacred elements of their culture to a professional class of druids and bards who memorized them and transmitted them orally from generation to generation.


Because of this, other than what can be deduced from the archaeological record, our information about the divinities of the Celts is limited to secondary sources – particularly, what ancient Greek and Roman writers observed about the various Celtic tribes with whom they were in contact – and to the vernacular tales (stories told in the culture’s native tongue) that started to be written down in in Wales and elsewhere in the Celtic world during the early Medieval period. While it may seem strange to look to medieval literature for information about Pagan deities, scholars believe that these early tales contain characters and story elements that originated in the pre-Christian period and were preserved in oral tradition.


The power of oral tradition is that it is living tradition – and living tradition allows stories to evolve and change over time, mirroring shifts in culture so that the tales are able to maintain their relevance. What is no longer relevant is no longer passed on. Considering that a span of almost 800 years passed between the complete Christianization of Britain and the period when the great treasures of early Welsh story tradition were set into writing, it is possible that the most ancient story elements in these tales had been transmitted in orality for at least eight centuries.


It is this organic process of evolution that makes early Welsh literature, like the Four Branches of Y Mabinogi and Llyfr Taliesin (The Book of Taliesin) so important to those who are interested in the Gods of Celtic Britain. There is evidence, for example, that the Four Branches were transcribed directly from orality in the 12th or 13th century, and so it makes sense that these tales reflect the contemporary medieval Christian culture of Wales. This explains why no extant sources directly identify any of the figures in these stories as Gods – but this does not mean that we are completely without evidence for their former divinity.


In 2015, almost three decades after first entering into devotional relationships with several divinities in the Welsh pantheon – including Rhiannon and Blodeuwedd – I completed my Master’s degree in Celtic Studies from the University of Wales, Trinity St. David. Over the course of my formal studies, I learned how to read medieval Welsh literature from within its cultural context, discovered how to engage in academically sound cross-cultural comparisons, and came to recognize how the field of linguistics and the practice of literary and folkloric analysis can extract critical information embedded in tale. Taken together, this work and the new way of thinking it fostered within me, has greatly expanded my understanding and deepened my relationship with my Gods.


I approached the writing of Rhiannon and Blodeuwedd with three main goals: to gather in one place all of the extant source materials related to each Goddess; to undertake a deconstruction of these sources using a variety of analytical tools in order to broaden our understanding of these figures and their stories; and to offer lore-based devotional suggestions for present-day spiritual seekers wishing to establish relationships with these Goddesses. Although I am a long-time devotee of these divinities and a practitioner who follows a specific spiritual path, my over-all intention was to present these Goddesses and their lore in a way that would be relevant to all paths and practices. Further, it was my hope that the process of what I call “mythic archaeology” employed in these works would provide an example to readers on how they might engage in this sort of analysis for themselves.


Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons is an exploration of one of the better known Welsh divinities. Connected to a complex lineage of deities found in other Celtic lands, Rhiannon is arguably the most fully realized example of the Sovereignty Goddess motif found in Welsh Tradition. She presents us with lessons concerning the power of our word, teaches us how to remain true to ourselves in the face of loss and injustice, and offers us comfort in times of tribulation.


Blodeuwedd: Welsh Goddess of Season Sovereignty is a deep dive into the mythos of a figure who is fairly unknown outside of her native Wales. A woman made of flowers to be the bride of a prince, she falls in love with a neighboring lord and conspires to kill her husband to gain her freedom. She is turned into an owl as a punishment for her choices. Modern readers often struggle to see Blodeuwedd’s divinity, but examining her story from the perspective of its contemporary medieval audience helps us unlock its deeper meaning. Blodeuwedd can be seen as a feminist icon, teaching us the power of claiming our personal agency despite the risks, especially in the face of societal and familial expectations.


It is my profound hope that the information presented in these pages will assist you in building or fortifying bridges of connection with Rhiannon and Blodeuwedd. May you find echoes of your own experiences within their tales, and perhaps be inspired to embrace all that is powerful, transformative, and sovereign within yourself.


Jhenah Telyndru


September, 2024
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What People Are Saying About


Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons


Sophisticated and elegant, steeped in scholarship and passionately written, Telyndru’s offering to Rhiannon will take you on a journey deep into the heart of mystery, sovereignty and connection. Within these pages you will discover the tools necessary to develop a lasting and meaningful relationship with Rhiannon. To connect to the Divine Queen we must ask her to stop and no tice us, Telyndru offers you a guiding hand to understand this process and move into relationship with the Goddess. What you hold in your hands is priceless, for this is a gift of inspiration.


Kristoffer Hughes, head of the Anglesey Druid Order and author of From the Cauldron Born: Exploring the Magic of Welsh Legend and Lore


Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons is the perfect introduction to a Welsh Goddess who can be elusive and ephemeral as well as profound and present. In this slim introduction Jhenah Telyndru has combined solid academic information, myth, spiritual devotion and practical suggestions that anyone could incorporate into their own lives. The end result is a book that invites the reader to delve deep into the history of Welsh mythology and create a profound connection to this powerful Goddess. A must read for anyone interested in either Rhiannon or Welsh deities more generally.


Morgan Daimler, best-selling author of The Morrigan and Fairies: A Guide to the Celtic Fair Folk


Jhenah Telyndru’s Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons is a real treasure-trove of lore and wisdom regarding this beloved Welsh goddess. The first half of this book gives us a brilliant scholarly introduction to Her, while the second half offers insights into developing an immediate and first-hand relationship with this Sovereign deity. By combining the academic with the experiential this work really stands out in today’s modern goddess literature. Another superb offering by Jhenah Telyndru.


Joanna van der Hoeven, Druid Priestess and Director of Druid College UK and best-selling author of The Awen Alone: Walking the Path of the Solitary Druid and The Crane Bag: A Druid’s Guide to Ritual Tools and Practices


As both literary character and goddess, Rhiannon is hard to get to know. But Jhenah Telyndru’s book brings her to life. Here you find the historical and literary sources studied with logical clarity and precision, as well as a gentle and loving present-day devotional interpretation. This book is not only an informative text: it is also a work of art.


Brendan Myers, PhD, author of Reclaiming Civilization: A Case for Optimism for the Future of Humanity and The Earth, The Gods and The Soul — A History of Pagan Philosophy


With a clear voice for storytelling and a deft hand at complex and multidisciplinary research, Jhenah Telyndru’s love and devotion to her goddess shines through with every page. This book is satisfyingly academic while being deeply moving and practical for anyone looking to build or deepen into a relationship with this goddess. I highly recommend this book for new seekers and experienced practitioners alike.


River Devora, priest and founder of the Strong Roots and Wide Branches Polytheist Learning Community


A new entry in Moon Books’ excellent Pagan Portals series, Jhenah Telyndru’s Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons presents us with an introduction to this enigmatic Goddess that is both lyrical and academic. Ms. Telyndru is well equipped to take on this challenge. The founder and leader of the Sisterhood of Avalon, with a Master’s in Celtic Studies from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, she is steeped in medieval Celtic literature, ancient archaeology, and Welsh culture – all of which enable her to read early sources with special clarity, and then relate those sources to the modern spiritual and cultural concerns of her readers. At once practical and poetic, mystical and scholarly, Jhenah Telyndru’s Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons teaches us much about a popular yet ill-understood deity, who we think we know, but don’t really. In consequence, I recommend it highly.


Segomâros Widugeni, formerly Aedh Rua, author of Celtic Flame


So much more than brilliant, precise scholarship, Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons is an exquisite melding of history, mythology and lore. Jhenah Telyndru entices a depth of historical insight out of rich range of resources to place it at your doorstep in an engaging, evocative manner and she takes dynamic relationship with Rhiannon out of ritual confines to place it actively in the nuances of everyday life. This important work is a linguistic archeological treasure; an invitation to hone awareness of how we know what we know; and an inspired guide for spiritual practice. Jhenah follows the trail of historical breadcrumbs to give us a feast, complete with ancient tales, poetry and song. Every morsel is a delight to savour.


Tiffany Lazic, author of The Great Work: Self-Knowledge and Healing Through the Wheel of the Year


Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons is an excellent introduction to Rhiannon and Her world. Jhenah’s warm, engaging style illuminates a mysterious Lady like a medieval manuscript, weaving history and mythology together like the worlds Rhiannon traverses: effortlessly and with grace. A well-researched and powerful aid to those who seek to know Her, at any level of engagement.


Rev. Tamara L. Siuda, founder of the House of Netjer and author of The Ancient Egyptian Daybook and The Ancient Egyptian Prayerbook
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Introduction


Climbing the Mound


Winding our way up the yew-lined pathway which led us deeper and deeper into a shadowland of overhanging trees standing in stark contrast to the ruins of Castle Narberth, whose stones were bare and hot in the summer sun, it was easy to feel as if we were passing into another world. That the long, uphill path required that we pass over a small bridge and under the spreading branches of an enormous hawthorn tree only reinforced the feeling that the borders of the Otherworld were close at hand. We stopped there and circled beneath the holy thorn, centering and chanting and pouring out a libation as an offering to the spirits of place, before we continued on to emerge from the shadow of trees and stand before the gentle rise of the rounded hill. Surrounded by a bramble hedge, the hill’s green mantle was drenched in slanting sunlight beneath the bright blue sky.


A moment of silence. A breath. A heart-felt prayer before we continued forward. Step by intentional step, we made our way up to the crest of the hill, and saw the whole of the landscape spread out before us… an almost timeless patchwork of farmlands, the steeples of churches, and the peaks of centuries old buildings. There, a copse of trees… here, the stone ruins of the Norman castle we had just visited… always, the white embellishments of sheep grazing serenely against the verdant quilt of the countryside. It was a beautiful sight, but we were there with hopes of seeing something more. A wonder, perhaps, or a vision of what was. A glimpse of the Lady of this land, whom legend says emerged from this very mound, or perhaps one like it, in pursuit of that which she desired.


Where before we had circled beneath the tree, joined in chant and in intention, now this group of 20-odd women instead fanned out, organically seeking a place of their own on the hillside. Some sat, others stood. Still others chose to stay in motion, tracing the diameter of the hill. All maintained a space of sacred silence, keenly aware of the mythic import of the moment. For tradition teaches that the Gorsedd Arberth, the legendary mound that some identify with this very hill, was a place of magic… and those who came to stand upon this hill – especially a king… or in our case, a group of women actively seeking our personal sovereignty – would either experience a great wonder, or be subject to terrible blows. We all hoped for the former, but knew that even the latter – albeit in a more metaphorical sense – would have something to teach us about who we were and our work in the world.


There is something powerful about embodying myth, something transformational about seeking Source out in the world in order to discover that the sacred landscape exists both around and within us as we reflect those energies back upon ourselves. Joseph Campbell wrote, “myths are public dreams, dreams are private myths.” Myths are the dreams of a culture, representing the needs and perspectives of a people in the same way our personal dreams help us to process and understand our own desires, the ways in which we see ourselves and, consequently, our place in the universe. To consciously come into alignment with legends and folktales is to see ourselves in more cosmological terms. We take ourselves outside of time when we move ourselves into a liminal space where all possibilities coexist, and where the truth of who and what we are is not limited to that which we are able to imagine. And so, a mythic tale of an Otherworldly woman who emerges from a magical hill astride a white horse can become our own story, its embedded symbols become vessels that we can fill with our most secret selves, and the twists and turns of the plot reflect the map of our own unfolding lives.


To understand Rhiannon, we too must undertake a journey into unknown lands to pursue that which we most desire. We must excavate the layers of her myth, decode the meaning of her symbols, and seek to restore the significance of her very name. We cannot pursue her directly, for the seemingly slow and steady gait of her magnificent white mount ever outpaces even the swiftest of steeds. Yet, if we but call to her and ask for what we need, she immediately stops and answers us, a generous and gracious Lady whose bag of plenty can fill us, and whose birds can soothe our deepest hurts and call us back to the lands of the living once more. And so, as we embark upon this reflection on Rhiannon, the Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons, let us call to her and speak our need with all of our hearts:


Lady Rhiannon, Holy Sovereign


Great Queen of the Otherworld:


Teach us the way of the White Horse –


That we may journey on the paths of this world


With clarity of purpose and strength of heart,


Holding fast to the Sacred Center of our inner truth


Even in the face of all hardships and injustices.


Teach us the way of the Three Birds –


That we may find courage in times of darkness


And relief from our burdens and cares.


That the parts of ourselves we have thought long dead


May arise in joy and gladness once more.


Teach us the way of the Divine Mother –


That we may nurture truth, birth understanding,


And act with endless compassion for ourselves and others.


Show us the ways of unconditional love and loyalty


That we may know when to hold tight… and when we must


let go.


Teach us the way of the Great Queen –


That we may walk in this world in our power,


In unflinching pursuit of our true purpose,


And unafraid to ask for that which we need


As we come fully into the light of our Sovereignty.


Lady Rhiannon, Holy Sovereign


Great Queen of the Otherworld:


Teach us to be free.









Chapter One


The Tapestry of Time


To write about Rhiannon is to undertake a journey. While she has a mythology around her, her origins are obscure. While she has many modern-day devotees, she is never identified as a Goddess in any of the primary source material. While she appears to have ancient Pagan attributes, her tales were written during the medieval period in a Christianized country that did not even exist politically when the Island of Britain was Pagan. There are no known ancient prayers or rituals in her honor. We have no known cult centers or devotional altars dedicated to Rhiannon. We have only a breadcrumb trail of clues to follow which are made up of syncretic resonances, embedded symbolism, and a mythic heritage which begs to be traced back through the Otherworldly veils of history. How then do we approach this revered Lady? How can we best know her as Goddess?


Neo-Pagans generally have come to expect to interact with divinities either from within a newly-created tradition that recasts them to work in a neoteric system like Wicca, for example, or else seeks to reconstruct the old ways with as much cultural authenticity as possible. The latter is possible because many ancient societies have left behind a rich corpus of written work detailing the stories, rituals, and observances to honor their Gods. Unfortunately, the Celts did not do the same, preferring to transmit their sacred stories through oral tradition rather than setting them down into writing. Caesar writes of this phenomenon in his Gallic War:


They [the Druids] are said there to learn by heart a great number of verses; accordingly some remain in the course of training twenty years. Nor do they regard it lawful to commit these to writing, though in almost all other matters, in their public and private transactions, they use Greek characters. That practice they seem to me to have adopted for two reasons; because they neither desire their doctrines to be divulged among the mass of the people, nor those who learn, to devote themselves the less to the efforts of memory, relying on writing; since it generally occurs to most men, that, in their dependence on writing, they relax their diligence in learning thoroughly, and their employment of the memory.


(Caesar, Gallic War, Chapter 14)


Regardless of the intention, the result of this practice is that unlike many other ancient cultures, the beliefs, religious practices, and myths of the Pagan Celts were not written down until relatively late, especially in areas that had been annexed by the Roman Empire, such as Gaul and Britain. It is important to note that Druidism – the priestly caste which performed the ceremonies and sacrifices, served as judges and mediators, acted as augurs and healers, and transmitted the lore as bards and poets – was outlawed in Gaul in the first century CE and finally wiped out in Britain during the siege of the Island of Anglesey by Roman troops in 61 CE. The primary keepers of religious knowledge in these areas, therefore, were mostly eradicated, and so it is posited that what may have remained did so as folk memory and practice which were passed down from generation to generation through oral tradition.


As time progressed, Britain, like almost all of Europe, became Christianized and endured wave after wave of invasion, first from Germanic tribes after Rome withdrew and then from the Normans. Eventually, several nations arose on the island: Wales, made up of a network of kingdoms to the west of Offa’s Dyke, most retained the culture of the Celtic Britons, and resonated strongly with the other Brythonic people of Cornwall and Brittany; Scotland, which was more closely aligned culturally with the Irish and Manx; and England, which was primarily influenced by Germanic and Norman cultures, rather than those of the Celts.


When whatever myths and legends which had endured in oral tradition since Celtic Pagan times finally began to be redacted in the Welsh medieval period, we can assume that the tales had evolved over time, and, as written, we can see that they are greatly influenced by the laws and social mores of the contemporary medieval audience. The stories which comprise The Four Branches of the mythic cycle we know as Y Mabinogi were written down sometime between the 11th and 13th centuries, possibly by clerics, or otherwise by lay scholars interested in preserving Welsh culture at a time when Wales had lost its independence to Anglo-Norman England. Ostensibly, because of this desire to archive and preserve these tales, it is unlikely that the redactors themselves made any substantive changes to the stories as they had received them, and indeed, there are phrases included in the narratives which were typical of the mnemonic and onomastic devices known to have been used during oral recitation (Davies, 1993). If these tales have their roots in Pagan Celtic tradition, therefore, any shifts of characterization or symbolism are likely a natural result of evolution of the tales over time, and not reflective of any kind of political or religious agenda.


The characters we generally assume to be divinities are never identified as such in any existent tales; they are, however, often depicted as supernatural or larger-than-life figures. These stories feature a comfortability with magic and the Otherworld which may seem unusual to us when we consider that Wales was a wholly Christian country at the time they were committed to writing; the Four Branches are filled with faery queens, magicians, shape changers, giants, visits to the Otherworld, magical animals, and even the creation of a woman out of flowers. Textual references are made to religious traditions performed “in the custom of the time”, which seem to refer to Pagan rites and rituals from the pre-Christian era. Where scholars of Y Mabinogi and contemporary tales embrace the theory that these stories have Pagan roots, they are careful to say that there is no direct proof of this connection, noting, for example, that the similarity of character names with divine figures in other Celtic mythos (such as Rhiannon’s second husband, Manawydan fab Llŷr and the Irish God of the sea Manannán mac Lir) and the appearance of common international folk motifs (for example, the king obtains sovereignty by sleeping with a representative of the land) could instead be the result of cultural exchanges in the early medieval period; everyone likes to tell a good story, and these tales may well have been influenced by stories originating in Ireland or on the continent (Jackson, 1961).


There is a similar problem with concluding that British folk customs, such as the winter mumming tradition of the Mari Lwyd (Grey Mare) or those of the Hunting of the Wren, are remnants of Celtic Pagan practices that survived through time. While the symbol sets included in these traditions – a veiled horse’s skull with a working jaw used as a pantomime in a ritualized exchange between mummers and individual households in turn, and the capture, displaying, and parading of a tiny, otherwise protected bird from house to house in order to confer luck and fertility – appear to be very Pagan in origin, they may simply reflect the unconscious needs of an agrarian people who worked the same land, with essentially the same technology, and faced the same survival challenges during the winter months as their ancient ancestors. Since these practices can only be attested to from the 17th century forward, there is again no direct proof of their ancient Pagan origins – but this need not diminish the power of these practices, both psychologically and practically (Wood, 1997).


It is important to again stress that there are no known temples, altar inscriptions, or votive offerings dedicated to Rhiannon; the archaeological record simply does not directly support the idea of her divinity, nor that of any character in existent Welsh lore. However, if we consider the ways in which cultures change and grow over time, especially as new influences and challenges arise, it is possible that a similar process occurs when it comes to the form and even the name of a culture’s gods. It is fairly well attested that in the process of becoming Christianized, the gods of a people often became local saints, not necessarily canonical as far as the Church of Rome was concerned, but honored and appealed to as intercessors nonetheless; oftentimes, these saints retained attributes or areas of influence from their godly past. Perhaps the most famous example of this is the transition of the Irish Goddess Brigid to the beloved St. Brigid; both shared a cult site in Cill Dara/Kildare, both were associated with the forge, healing, and creativity, and both had an eternal flame burning in their honor – a devotion that was extinguished during the Reformation, and rekindled in Kildare once more in 1993.


If we accept that this has happened during the transition from Paganism to Christianity, certainly then there have to have been other times when the Gods evolved and changed forms. In Western European traditions, we speak of a reconstructed Indo-European “mother culture” which is believed to have been the origin point for certain language groups and their attendant cultures. The Celtic language family is a branch off of this Proto-Indo-European language tree, and it is possible to trace the approximate times and places where new languages – and, ostensibly, their associated cultural forms – broke off from the main branch. As the Celtic peoples and their ideas began to spread across Europe from what is believed to be their origin points in the upper Danube valley in the 13th century BCE, their tribal nature saw distinct cultural groups develop depending on where they settled (Cunliffe,1997). These differentiations likely arose from a combination of integrating with the peoples who already inhabited these lands, the adoption of Celtic cultural ideas by other peoples, and as a result of the challenges presented by the lands themselves.


Although Celtic territories once spanned from as far east as Turkey, as far west as the Iberian peninsula, and as far north as the British Isles and Ireland at their greatest extent, the two major subgroups branching off of the Common Celtic language was Continental Celtic and Insular Celtic (Koch, 2006). These groups formed their own branches and according to one linguistic model, from Continental Celtic arose Celtiberian, Gaulish, Galatian, Leptonic, and Noric – all of which are extinct. Insular Celtic branched into two major groups: Brythonic (P-Celtic), from which came Welsh, Cornish, and Breton; and Goidelic (Q-Celtic), out of which evolved Irish, Manx, and Scots Gaelic – each of which had their own stages of development (Sifter, 2008). The modern iterations of these languages survive at various levels of success, despite long-term attempts by the English to suppress and extinguish them.


While this may seem like a strange side-track to a conversation about Rhiannon, it is a critical piece for understanding several key ideas. First, it underscores the reality that the Celts were not a monolithic culture; there were Celtic peoples whose languages had evolved so distinctively that although they were related linguistically, the speakers would not have been able to understand each other. Second, it is important to realize that not only were the Celtic peoples separated from each other in space, but also in time. Their cultures existed in various stages during the Pagan period for at least 1000 years, and their different historical experiences had great impact on the further development of their cultures (Cunliffe, 1997). For example, the Roman conquest of Gaul and Britain changed the trajectories of these peoples and their religious forms in a way that we do not see in Ireland, a critical distinction when attempting to study the mythos of any of these cultures. Lastly, it is important to realize that Y Mabinogi and contemporary tales were written down in Middle Welsh, a language which did not exist until the 12th century, and that the nation known as Wales didn’t even come into being until the 6th century CE, which was approximately the same time that all of Britain had been Christianized (Sifter, 2008).


So, while it is true that Rhiannon is not identified as a Goddess in Y Mabinogi, nor have we found any artifactual proof of her worship, or any observation of her cultus by contemporary ancient writers, perhaps the conclusion that this is because she and other legendary Welsh figures are not divinities is incorrect. Perhaps we have found no shrines, images, or inscriptions dedicated to Rhiannon because there simply could not have been any as a consequence of the pre-Roman Celtic preference to worship in sacred groves and not to write sacred things down. Indeed, the very language of Rhiannon’s name had not developed until long after the Pagan Celtic period in Britain had ended. Perhaps then, in order to explore the truth of Rhiannon’s potentially divine nature, we must follow a more subtle route – one which requires a deep reading of her mythos, an examination of linguistic evidence, the identification of medieval elements in her tale to discern the provenance of what remains, and a comparative study of similar Goddesses both from adjacent and precursor cultures. What follows is an exploration of this very path, undertaken in hopes of gaining a deeper understanding of Rhiannon.









Chapter Two


Primary Sources


The primary mythological source for Rhiannon’s story is from a collection of Middle Welsh narrative tales that has come to be called Pedair Cainc y Mabinogi or The Four Branches of the Mabinogi – often given as Y Mabinogi for short. There has been some confusion about the name of this collection of tales, as well as the names of the individual tales themselves since the source manuscripts do not provide titles for any of them. Of the stories collected, only four of them end with the formulaic “and so ends this branch of Y Mabinogi”, leaving us to conclude that those particular tales are in some way related (Mac Cana, 1992). The word “mabinogi” is believed to come from the Welsh mab, which means “youth” or “son”, and so could potentially mean “Tales of the Youth”. This appears to be a Welsh iteration of a type of narrative tradition that relays a hero’s youthful adventures, such as we see in the Irish macnímartha genre of tales. While the evidence is not entirely conclusive, it is possible that the youthful hero whose exploits unifies these Four Branches is none other than Rhiannon’s son, Pryderi; we will explore this idea in more depth in chapter four.


The term “mabinogion” appears to have been a scribal error in one of the source manuscripts, and when Lady Charlott e Guest translated and published these tales in English for the first time between 1830 and 1840, she did so in multiple volumes which she called The Mabinogion – a convention that has remained to this day. Guest included additional medieval Welsh tales in this collection, all taken from the same source manuscripts, but the story cycle properly known as Y Mabinogi is formally comprised only of the four cainc or branches (Mac Cana, 1992).


The titles given to these branches by Guest are:


The First Branch – Pwyll Pendefeg Dyfed (Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed)


The Second Branch – Branwen ferch Llŷr (Branwen, Daughter of Llŷr)


The Third Branch – Manawydan fab Llŷr (Manawydan, Son of Llŷr)


The Fourth Branch – Math fab Mathonwy (Math, Son of Mathonwy)


The additional tales included in the source manuscripts containing the Four Branches and came to be collected with them, but are not part of Y Mabinogi proper are:


The Four Native Tales:


Culhwch ac Olwen (Culhwch and Olwen)


Lludd a Llefelys (Lludd and Llefelys)


Breuddwyd Macsen Wledig (The Dream of Macsen Wledig)


Breuddwyd Rhonabwy (The Dream of Rhonabwy)


The Three Romances:


Owain, neu Chwedyl Iarlles y Ffynnawn (Owain, or The Lady of the Fountain)


Peredur fab Efrawg (Peredur son of Efrawg)


Gereint fab Erbin (Gereint son of Erbin).


The source manuscripts for these eleven tales are:


Peniarth 6 (The earliest source, dating to about 1250 CE, which is unfortunately fragmentary)


Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch (The White Book of Rhydderch, dating to around 1350 CE)


Llyfr Goch Hergest (The Red Book of Hergest, dating to around 1400 CE)


While most scholars believe that the tales themselves, as written, may date back as far 1050 CE, there are references to some of the characters in the poems of The Book of Taliesin (Llyfr Taliesin) which are believed to pre-date Y Mabinogi. Further, it is commonly accepted that these tales were redacted from oral tradition, and therefore the stories themselves are likely of much older origin (Davies, 1993). Is it possible that these stories, or at least the seeds of what they wound up becoming, originated in Celtic Pagan British times? Perhaps, but there is no definitive evidence for any direct lineage between them, especially when you consider the timeline involved.


The Iron Age Celts are believed to have come to the British Isles around 500 BCE; the Roman conquest of Britain was complete by 77 CE, and Roman rule lasted until 410 CE. The Roman Empire established Christianity as its official religion in 312 CE, and although there is some evidence of Christianity in the British Isles before this, due to the departure of the Romans and the subsequent invasions of Pagan Saxons, the religion didn’t gain a firm foothold until the 6th century (Ross, 1996). As the Pagan Celts themselves held a prohibition against writing any of their sacred teachings down, we do not have any written materials contemporary with ancient Pagan practice in Britain, and since the stories of Y Mabinogi were not written down until a good 500 – 700 years later, it is very difficult to find any conclusive proof that these tales have their origins in Pagan British myths.


Rhiannon directly appears in the First and Third Branches of Y Mabinogi, playing a larger role in the First Branch than in the Third. She is referenced in the Second Branch, and the Adar Rhiannon – the Birds of Rhiannon – make an appearance. These Otherworldly birds are also mentioned in Culhwch and Olwen, and potentially feature, albeit unnamed, in The Lady of the Fountain. The Adar Rhiannon are also mentioned in a Welsh Triad whose authenticity is contested, as it is likely the creation of Iolo Morgannwg, the Welsh writer and poet who reestablished the Eisteddfod in 1792, and who infamously passed off some of his own writing as translations of old, rare texts thereby casting doubt on the antiquity of all of his writings. Aside from mentions of her son and husbands in other places, including authentic triads from Trioedd Ynys Prydein (The Triads of the Island of Britain) and Llyfr Taliesin (The Book of Taliesin), that is the sum of the literary primary source material that we have on Rhiannon. Considering the lack of material culture which attest to her myth or any known cultus directly concerning her, there really isn’t very much information to work with, especially in comparison to other deities both within and outside of Celtic cultures.


Let us therefore embark upon a review of these sources so that we can establish a foundational context for understanding Rhiannon and for crafting a devotional practice in her honor. What follows is a straightforward retelling of her stories from all known literary sources; it is recommended that, in addition to these, you read a translation of the tales for yourself as well, as there are details and turns of phrase that cannot be transmitted through a retelling but which can provide important information to the seeker. Even the most direct translations lose something from the original Welsh; the redactors often made use of beautiful linguistic wordplay requiring a fluency in Welsh to appreciate, and therefore non-Welsh readers need to rely upon explanatory notes from the translators in order to understand them.









Chapter Three


Retelling the Myths


Rhiannon in the First Branch


The beginning of the First Branch recounts how Pwyll Pendefig Dyfed, prince of the Welsh kingdom of Dyfed, slighted Arawn, king of the Otherworldly kingdom of Annwn. In order to redress this insult, Pwyll and Arawn changed places with each other, and each noble ruled in the stead – and with the visage – of the other. At the end of a year spent in the guise of Arawn, ruling his kingdom wisely and respecting Arawn’s marriage bed by not sleeping with the other king’s unsuspecting wife, Pwyll defeated an enemy of Arawn that the Otherworldly king batt led every year at a ford. Thus, gaining Arawn’s gratitude and friendship, Pwyll was given the name Pen Annwn (Chief of Annwn) and returned to Dyfed with many gifts to find that Arawn had ruled well in his place, and brought great prosperity to his kingdom.


Sometime later, after a feast at his court in Arberth, Pwyll and his men visit a nearby hill where, it was said, any noble who sat upon it would either see a wonder or be beaten by many blows. Unconcerned for his safety, and desiring to experience a wonder, Pwyll and his retinue make for the hill, called Gorsedd Arberth. When all are settled and seated, they are met with the sight of a veiled and golden horsewoman astride a tall and pale white horse; she rides along the road that passes in front of the hill, and her mount appears to be walking at a slow and steady pace. Pwyll is intrigued by this stranger, and sends one of his men after her to find out who she is. Thinking that her slow pace would permit him to catch up with her on foot, Pwyll’s man runs after her, but he is unable to reach the horse and rider. He returns to the court to get the fastest horse available, but no matter how hard he rides, the horsewoman remains out of reach, and at last he gives up. Pwyll and his men return the next day with their fastest horse, hoping to encounter the mysterious rider once more. She appears almost immediately, again seeming to move at a slow and steady pace, but she again evades Pwyll’s man; the harder he pushed his horse, the further away she became even though she never altered her pace. Undeterred, Pwyll and his retinue return the next day, and this time it is Pwyll who pursues Rhiannon on his own horse; just as before, the apparently slow-moving white horse and its rider remain out of reach regardless of how quickly they were pursued. Finally, Pwyll called out to Rhiannon:


“For the sake of the man you love most, wait for me.”


“I will wait gladly,” she said, “and it would have been better for the horse if you had asked that a while ago!” (Davies 2007, pg. 10)


Drawing her horse to a halt, Pwyll immediately catches up with Rhiannon who draws back her veil. Pwyll thinks to himself that he had never seen so beautiful a woman, and asks who she is and where she is going. She gives him her name, saying:


I am Rhiannon, daughter of Hyfaidd Hen, and I am to be given to a husband against my will. But I have never wanted any man, because of my love for you. And I still do not want him, unless you reject me. And it is to find out your answer on the matter that I have come. (Davies 2007, p. 11)
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