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  What people are saying about




  Pagan Portals - Blodeuwedd




  Jhenah Telyndru has succeeded in beautifully weaving the complex, paradoxical nature of one of Wales’ most beloved deities into a clear and inspirational work. Beautifully written with passion and devotion, this book is as fragrantly delicious and divine as the flowers that went into the magical making of Blodeuwedd. This is a delightful tome that is sure to be a go-to classic, filled with the inimitable sagacity of Telyndru, and her love for the Goddesses of this magical land.




  Kristoffer Hughes, Head of the Anglesey Druid Order, author of From the Cauldron Born: Exploring the magic of Welsh legend and Lore




  With dedicated scholarship and awen-inspired storytelling, Jhenah Telyndru has gifted us with a richly textured honouring of a complex Goddess. Not with oak, broom, and meadowsweet, but with historical source material, modern texts, and her own talon-sharp insight, Ms. Telyndru has crafted a revisioning of Blodeuwedd that elevates Her to a central role as a seasonal sovereignty Goddess rather than the uni-dimensional Goddess who was punished for the betrayal of Her husband.




  It is time for Blodeuwedd to be given Her respectful and compassionate due. This book does that in spades, offering a deep exploration for all the intricate facets of Blodeuwedd’s story while weaving in significant contextual information such as the shifting social mores of medieval Wales. Balancing a scholastic appreciation for the depth of this myth with the invitation to enter into relationship with the Goddess, Blodeuwedd: Welsh Goddess of Seasonal Sovereignty includes powerful workings that not only deepen a visceral, embodied understanding of the Goddess, but open one to the experience of self that is complex, sovereign, and imbued with wisdom.




  The world is well familiar with the light/dark aspects of the Greek Persephone in her dual role of Kore and Queen. How wonderful that there is finally a book that recognizes that same profound duality in Blodeuwedd – not as the Goddess who betrays but as the Sovereign seasonal queen around whom the sacred union with dark and light in turn hinges.




  In the spirit of the true bard-priestess she is, Ms. Telyndru ends with a poetic homage to Blodeuwedd that uplifts as powerfully as the owl’s wing. For the scholarship, for the poetry, for the brilliance, you want to read this book.




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




  Pagan Portals - Blodeuwedd is an indispensable guide to this most beloved goddess from Welsh myth. Jhenah Telyndru makes excellent scholarly use of the sources, as well as drawing on her deep visionary experience to draw the spiritual wisdom from Blodeuwedd’s tale, showing us the goddess in all her power as well as her beauty. This book is both owls and flowers, grounded in the traditional lore, and a beautiful, insightful read. Valuable for all those devoted to a Celtic spiritual path, as well as an excellent devotional to one of our most misunderstood Goddesses of Sovereignty.




  Danu Forest, Traditional wisewoman and Celtic scholar, author of several books including Wild Magic- Celtic Folk Traditions for the Solitary Practitioner, and Pagan Portals - Gwyn ap Nudd: Wild God of Faerie and Guardian of Annwfn
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Introduction







   In the dawning light of a new beginning, she unfurls.




  Petal-soft, her heady scent rises
like the reborn sun
and is carried by the breeze.




  Crowned with golden strings of oak blossoms,
an eagle shelters in her highest boughs.




  Fortified in lattice-worked hedgerows,
the sacred wren nests
beneath the flowers of riotous yellow broom,
spreading laughter
across the brightening landscape.




  Cresting like sea foam
from beyond the ninth wave,
the white caps of meadowsweet break like a rising tide
as the sun reaches his apex above.




  Now a bride’s bouquet...




  Now a maiden’s funerary offering...




  The Queen of the Meadow follows
the lengthening shadows
to the very edges of her sovereign realm.




  There, by riverbank and holey-stone,
the seven-tined stag awaits her - 
his milk-white body presaging
the rising of the moon.




  The sun slips below the horizon 
to seek his rest in the islands of the west.




  Side by side, they ford the river
her arms outstretched
her voice raised in song.




  All as the Silver Wheel weaves a diamond tapestry
in the deep night sky.




  Her eyes grow wide as apples




  Her long white fingers form
a fringe of feathers.




  Her feet become talons,
become vise grips,
become weapons.




  Her body shifts, like a ghost in the night.




  Her wings unfurl in the growing
dark of a new day.












  

  
Who is Blodeuwedd?





  A Goddess? A nature spirit? A magical conjuration? An embodiment of the land?




  Until recent years, the story of Blodeuwedd was rarely known outside of Wales itself, and those familiar with her tale did not generally hold her in very high regard. For non-Welsh speakers, her very name is challenging; hard to spell, difficult to pronounce - and she has two of them! First, she is called Blodeuedd (bluh-DYE-eth), “Flowers”, after the components from which she is created. Later, she is renamed Blodeuwedd (bluh-DYE-weyth), which means “Flower Face or Flower Aspect”, in acknowledgment of her owl form. (Please note: for simplicity’s sake, except for times when she is being specifically being discussed in her aspect of the Flower Bride, this book refers to her as Blodeuwedd throughout.)




  No matter what she may once have been, Blodeuwedd’s literary legacy is that of a magical woman conjured out of flowers for the sole purpose of becoming the wife of Lleu, a prince who was prohibited from marrying a human woman. She eventually came to betray her husband, falling in love with a neighboring lord and conspiring to kill Lleu in order to be with her lover. In the end, she is punished by her creator by being turned into an owl - that most hated of birds - cursed to never again dwell in the light of day.




  Overwhelmingly, Blodeuwedd is perceived in a negative light. At best, her shortcomings can be blamed on her naivety; after all, what could be expected of this weak and simple creature created out of flowers, formed as a fully-grown woman with no life experience, having had no mother to raise her or guide her on her role as wife? At worst, however, she is the embodiment of the evils of women who give into their wanton sexual desires, who plot against the men in their lives, and who defy the social contract by seeking to circumvent the roles and expectations placed upon them by the over-culture.




  In medieval Wales, Blodeuwedd’s story likely served as a cautionary tale intended to dissuade women, especially, from trying to break free from the confines placed upon them by society. Her punishment demonstrates that nothing good can come from seeking to change the circumstances of one’s life beyond what is considered proper... and what is proper is for women to be faithful to their husbands, to fulfill their wifely duties, and to never give in to the lustful failings of the flesh.




  To the modern reader, Blodeuwedd’s story can be challenging in many respects, and reactions to her are likewise quite varied. Some who read her tale with modern eyes see a woman who acted against her apparently loving husband with unwarranted cruelty; adultery is one thing, but why didn’t she just leave Lleu, instead of conspiring to kill him? Others see Blodeuwedd as an early paragon of feminism, a heroine who fought to escape the limitations of what she was expected to be, and risked everything she had in order to live a life of her own choosing.




  Whether cast as feckless naif, manipulative vixen, or driven freedom fighter, the maiden who begins her tale as a Flower Bride ends it in the form of an owl. Perhaps this was, as it appears on the surface, an act of punishment intended to dissuade others from making similar choices. Perhaps her owl form is an unconscious symbol of the vilification of women’s power by the patriarchy - which, having tried and failed to control her, was forced instead to banish her into the darkness of the collective Shadow. Perhaps her transformation was but a revelation of her truest form. Perhaps, through her choices, she obtained the wisdom of the owl and the freedom of her wings.




  Blodeuwedd’s story is a complex weaving of several strands of tradition. Obtaining as clear an understanding as possible of her many facets will allow us to develop the foundation necessary to come into deep relationship with her as a deity. To get a sense of who she may once have been, we must first examine the meaning of her tale from the perspective of those who passed the story on and eventually came to write it down. We can then use these insights to engage in a kind of mythic archaeology in order to identify the symbols and folkloric motifs which have become embedded in Blodeuwedd’s tale over time.




  Once unearthed from the narrative, we can use these pieces of information to embark upon a journey that allows us to reclaim Blodeuwedd - not only as the Goddess she may have once been, but as a deity who has risen once again into our collective consciousness for a reason. I believe that part of this reason is that she holds lessons which can assist us as individuals to grow into our true and authentic selves, and because she is a powerful and necessary ally for the challenges that face our world in the here and now.




  Blodeuwedd is so much more than a uni-dimensional figure in a cautionary tale intended to keep women in their place. Reclaiming her as a fully-realized deity with agency and power requires that we understand the medieval context of her tale, retrace the details of her obscured divinity, and restore her role as a seasonal Sovereignty figure.




  And so, let us begin.







  



   Chapter 1




  Legend and Lore




  The story of Blodeuwedd is primarily known to us from the Fourth Branch of Y Mabinogi, a medieval Welsh story cycle. Although current scholarship dates the extant manuscripts containing the Four Branches to the 12th century, aspects of these tales are thought to be of much older origin, believed to have been transmitted from generation to generation through oral tradition.




  The Fourth Branch, also known by the title “Math ap Mathonwy”, can be broken down into three distinct but interrelated story arcs, and although Blodeuwedd only appears in the last third of the tale, it is important to read the Branch in its entirety to understand the events leading up to her creation.




  A Retelling of the Fourth Branch




  The song of Blodeuwedd is a shimmering verse in a long and branching tale. It is a bend in a sacred river fed by a confluence of many streams. To speak only of the river is to discount its journey through many lands - lands which both shaped, and were shaped by, its waters. Each tributary brings its story along with it, each becoming a chapter in the history of the whole river - each contributing its voice to the song.




  To begin, then, we must sing first of the court of Math, brother of Great Dôn and king of Gwynedd in the north of Wales. A powerful magician, he possessed several peculiarities: first, that no word could be spoken anywhere that the wind would not take up and whisper into his ear, and second that he could not live unless his feet rested in the lap of a virgin. It is because of this necessity that Math could not circuit his lands in the way of Welsh lords, and so Gwydion and Gilfaethwy, the sons of his sister, did so in his stead.




  Now it came to pass that Gilfaethwy had fallen madly in love with Goewin, his uncle’s footholder, and he fell sick with his longing for her. When he confessed his situation to Gwydion - who, like their uncle, was a great enchanter - his brother promised he would find a way to remedy the situation.




  It is here that our song turns dark. Knowing that Math could only be parted from his footholder when called to lead his warriors into battle, Gwydion set out to instigate a war with the kingdom of Dyfed in the south. The ruler of Dyfed was Pryderi, son of Rhiannon and Pwyll, and he possessed fantastic pigs gifted to him by Arawn, king of the Otherworldly realm of Annwn. Pryderi was oath-bound not to gift any of these pigs until they had doubled in number, but clever-tongued Gwydion convinced him that trading was different from giving - and oh, what wonders had Gwydion to trade with him!




  For, in secret, the magician had gathered some toadstools and used them to conjure horses and hounds, saddles and shields - the finest ever seen. The dazzled Pryderi was eager to trade -and the cunning Gwydion was eager to leave, for the magic of his illusion would stand only for one day. Once Pryderi realized he had traded his Otherworldly pigs for an enclosure full of mushrooms, he mustered his forces against Gwynedd.




  In response to Dyfed’s attack, Math had no choice but to lead his army into battle - leaving Goewin behind at his court, Caer Dathyl. Thus alone, Gilfaethwy raped her in Math’s own bed - all because Gwydion lit the flames of war so his brother could sate his lust. And so, we sing of a betrayal of trust between woman and man, between nephew and uncle, between North Wales and South, and between nobles and those who die for their causes.




  In the midst of the clash, Pryderi calls upon Gwydion to meet him on the field of honor, warrior to warrior, so that no one else should die because of the wrong Gwydion had done to him. The son of Dôn agreed to meet Pryderi in combat, but no matter how valiantly he fought, the son of Rhiannon fell before Gwydion’s sword and enchantments. Thus defeated, the South retreated, and the war was ended.




  Calling for Goewin upon returning to his court, Math learns of her rape and the betrayal of his nephews. To make amends for the great wrong done to her, Math marries Goewin and makes her his queen, giving her authority over his lands. Though they sought to avoid him, Gwydion and Gilfaethwy were eventually forced to stand before their uncle to answer for their crimes.




  Let us sing now of Math’s magic and the three years he punished his nephews, transforming them into pairs of animals compelled to obey the urgings of their nature. Stag and hind, boar and sow, he-wolf and she-wolf they became... losing their form, their identity, their very names. Each year, in turn, one bore a son to the other - first Gilfaethwy, then Gwydion, then Gilfaethwy once more. Each year these offspring returned to Math’s court, where they were struck with his wand and became human children. The names Math gave them recalled their animal origins - Little Deer Man, Little Pig Man, Little Wolf Man - and the three were kept in bardic memory with the following triad:






   Three sons of Gilfaethwy the False -




  Three warriors true: Bleidwn, Hydwn and Hychdwn the Tall







  After three years, with their punishments over, Math’s nephews are restored to their humanity and to their uncle’s friendship. Although we hear no more of Gilfaethwy, Gwydion takes his place at Math’s court once again.




  And so, our song shifts, and a new tune begins, for in response to Math’s need to find a new footholder, Gwydion suggests his sister Arianrhod. Daughter of Dôn, niece of Math, lady of her own court on an island bearing her name off the seacoast of Wales - she comes to Caer Dathyl when Math calls her.




  “Are you a virgin?” Math asks.




  “I do not know otherwise,” she answers.




  “We shall see,” he replies, bending his magic wand and instructing her to step over it.




  Raising her skirts, parting her knees, lifting one foot then the other, Arianrhod steps over the wand - and from her falls a yellow-haired infant boy. The baby cries out, and Arianrhod runs from the court, dropping a small thing from her as she goes. This small thing is taken up by Gwydion, who wraps it in brocade silk, and places it in a wooden chest by his bed. Math, in the meantime, has named the baby Dylan (“Great Tide”) and baptizes him in the way of the time. Once receiving his name, Dylan makes his way to the sea and takes its nature immediately upon entering the waters. He is remembered as Dylan ail Tôn -Dylan of the Waves - for no wave was known to break beneath him. He was later accidentally killed by an unfortunate blow struck by his uncle Gofannon.




  Sometime after Dylan disappeared into the sea, Gwydion hears a sound from the chest in his chamber. Opening it, he sees the arms of a baby boy reaching for him, emerging from the brocade that swaddled him. Finding a wet nurse and then rearing the child at court, Gwydion came to love the boy above all others. The child was strong and grew quickly, and after only four years had passed, he easily appeared to be more than twice his age in size and intellect.




  Eventually, Gwydion brings the child with him to visit his sister’s court at Caer Arianrhod, where she greets Gwydion warmly and enquires after the boy’s identity. She becomes angry when he tells her that he is her own son, and asks why he’s kept this reminder of her shame for so long. Gwydion argues that he has done the right thing in fostering so fine a boy, and tells her that he does not yet have a name.




  Arianrhod then places a tynged, or destiny, upon the boy saying, “He will have no name save one I give to him!”




  “You are a wicked woman,” Gwydion replies, “because you are angry that you are no longer called a maiden. But I promise you, he will get a name!”




  Storming off with the boy, the two spend the night at Caer Dathyl. Rising early the next morning, Gwydion takes the child with him for a walk along the seashore. Using the seaweed he gathered together from along the strand, Gwydion conjures a ship with a sail, and a hold full of the finest Cordovan leather in fantastic colors never before seen. Using his magics to disguise their appearance, he and the boy set sail for the harbor of Caer Arianrhod, peddling their services as a master shoemaker and his apprentice. Word of their beautiful creations came to Arianrhod, who sends them her measurements so they might craft a pair of shoes for her. Gwydion creates several pairs of ill fitting, yet beautiful shoes for Arianrhod. Wondering at how such a skilled craftsman could make such incredible shoes, yet not be able to size them correctly, Arianrhod visits his ship in person so that he can take measurements directly from her feet.




  As the disguised Gwydion does so, a tiny wren lands on the deck of the ship. Picking up a stone, the young apprentice casts it at the bird, striking its leg between the tendon and the bone. Impressed with his skill, Arianrhod exclaims, “The fair one has a skillful hand!” and with that, the enchantment fell away, revealing Gwydion and the boy for who they were. “Lady,” Gwydion proclaims, “you have just named your son!” And from that day he was called Lleu Llaw Gyffes, the phrase Arianrhod uttered in her amazement.




  Angry at her brother’s trickery, Arianrhod lays a new destiny upon the boy, forbidding him to bear arms unless she herself armed him. Gwydion and Lleu depart, taking up residence at Dinas Dinlle. There the boy continued to grow, becoming skilled in horsemanship but restless in his desire to train in arms. One day, promising Lleu a solution, the pair return to Caer Arianrhod, disguised as traveling bards, Arianrhod welcomes them to her court with a feast. Gwydion, who was an excellent storyteller, entertained the assembly late into the night.




  Rising early from the guest chamber where he and Lleu slept, Gwydion called upon his magic once more. As the dawn broke, a battle alarm rang out as a great fleet of invading ships sailed into view on the horizon. In a frenzy, the island began preparing for its defense, and in the midst of the panic, Arianrhod and her women suited up and armed the two bards. As she unwittingly handed her now-armored son a sword, the fleet disappeared and the men’s disguises fell away, revealing Gwydion and Lleu to an outraged Arianrhod.




  Angry at Gwydion’s deceit and for terrorizing her people, Arianrhod lays one last destiny upon her son: that he was forbidden to marry a woman of the race of the Earth. Declaring her a wicked woman once more, the pair return to Math’s court, where Gwydion consults with his uncle on what to do next. By this time, Lleu had grown into a strong and handsome youth, ready to step fully into his manhood.




  And so, our song shifts into its third and final verse, as the two magicians combine their wit and their spellcraft to aid Lleu Llaw Gyffes. Gathering together the flowers of oak, broom, and meadowsweet, Gwydion and Math conjure forth a woman to be Lleu’s bride. They baptized her in the manner of the day and named her Blodeuedd, which means “flowers”. The wedding feast was held that very night. Now possessing a name, arms, and a wife, Math gifts Lleu lands of his own, the cantref of Dinoding, to rule over from its seat at Mur Castell.




  The newlyweds lived there happily for a time, and one day Lleu set out to visit Math at Caer Dathyl, leaving the holding in the care of Blodeuedd. Later that same day, Gronw Pebyr, lord of the neighboring kingdom of Penllyn, was engaged in a stag hunt that crossed into Lleu’s land. It was almost sunset when Gronw finally brought down the stag, and he dressed it on the banks of the River Cynfael. Hearing that the neighboring lord and his hunting party had tarried late on her lands, Blodeuedd extended the hospitality of her hall to them, as was the custom.




  At the feast, Blodeuedd and Gronw found themselves infused with love for each other, and spent the night in each other’s arms. The next morning, Gronw sought to take his leave, but Blodeuedd asked him to remain with her another day, and they spent a second night in lovemaking. The next day, Gronw again moved to depart, but Blodeuedd asked him to stay with her once more, and they spent a third night together. When again morning came, the couple agreed that he should leave that day, but before he did so, the two conspired to find a way they could remain together forever.




  Not long after Gronw and his party departed, Lleu returned home. That night in their bed, Lleu sensed a difference in his wife, and asked what troubled her. She replied, “While you were gone, I came to worry about what might happen should you be killed and not return home to me.”




  Touched by her apparent concern, Lleu responded, “Oh, you needn’t worry about that; it is not easy for me to be killed.”




  “What do you mean?” she inquired.




  “Well, I cannot be killed indoors nor outdoors, nor on foot or on horseback. And the only weapon that could harm me is one that is forged over a year and a day during prayers on Sundays.”




  “That sounds like something that could never happen,” she replied.




  “That is assured,” he responded. “So, you need not fear for me. The only way it could happen is if I were to stand beneath a roof with no walls, with one foot on the edge of a tub and the other on the back of a beast. It is only then that the year-long forged weapon could kill me.”




  “That is a relief,” Blodeuedd agreed. And the next day, she sent word to Gronw with instructions on how to forge the needed weapon.




  After a year and a day had passed, Blodeuedd asked Lleu to meet her on the banks of the River Cynfael. There, she had set up a bath for him under a thatched roof with no walls. Delighted by this gift, Lleu entered the warmth of the tub, and when he had finished bathing, Blodeuedd said, “Remember when you assured me that you couldn’t be killed except under special circumstances? I just want to be sure that this is indeed the case, and that you are safe.”




  Bringing a goat buck to stand beside the tub, she asked Lleu to stand with one foot on the edge of the vessel and the other on the back of the animal. Happy to reassure her, Lleu did as she asked. As soon as he was in position - neither indoors nor out, neither on foot nor on horseback - Gronw rose up from his nearby hiding place, and let loose the spear he had worked on for a year of Sundays. The weapon hit its mark, and with a scream, Lleu transformed into an eagle and flew away.




  With Lleu gone, Blodeuedd and Gronw made for Mur Castell, and began to rule over the merged lands of Dinoding and Penllyn.




  It was not long before Gwydion got word of what had transpired, and set out to find his beloved nephew. Wandering all of Wales in search of Lleu, he came to spend the night in Arfon where he heard of a strange occurrence. Each morning, when a swineherd opened the gate of his pen, one of his sows would disappear into the countryside; no-one knew where she went, but she would return every evening, fat and satiated. The next morning, Gwydion rose early and followed the sow, who rushed upstream along a brook, only stopping beneath a tree where she started to eat. When Gwydion caught up with her, he looked up to see a wounded eagle roosted on the highest branches of an enormous oak tree. When the eagle flapped its wings, pieces of rotting flesh and maggots fell from its body to the ground below, which was eagerly devoured by the sow.
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