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Introduction


Long before I ever referred to myself as a Pagan, a Polytheist, an Animist, or a Witch, I believed that the landscape around me was alive and teeming with spirits. I was not raised in any particular religion, and so, beyond the odd mention of Biblical stories at school, or being cast in the nativity play around Christmas, no God played much of a role in my upbringing. Despite this, I knew in my heart that there was something divine out there, reaching out to us.


I grew up in a small village with a population of only around five hundred people. A coastal village located in the South-West of Ynys Môn, the Isle of Anglesey, in North Wales. Despite how tiny the village is, we had numerous churches and chapels dotted around the place. However, the place I considered most sacred in the village, was a cliff overlooking the sea. On the coastal path, just where the river Ffraw bent around and joined with the sea, was a headland covered in lush green grass. A stone bench overlooked the black coastal rocks, beaches, and the waves below. But just at the edge of the headland, before the cliff led down to the water, was a strange scattering of stones.


Organised in the shape of a crescent moon, an almost full circle of stones that came up to around my knees. I always felt drawn to these stones, as though they were vibrating, pulling me in to whisper secret things in my ears. There, in this place where the land, sky, and sea sang together in perfect harmony, I felt the divine. To me, the divine was not found in a church, or in the pages of a big old book. They were singing upon the winds, humming with the endless sky above, pulsating with the telluric power of the dirt and stone beneath my feet, and dancing in the waves.


It was years later, after I had discovered the path of modern Paganism and Witchcraft that I learnt that this place, those stones I so loved, were the remnants of an ancient monument. A cairn dating back to the Bronze Age. It filled me with such glee to discover that archaeologists had excavated this space long before I was born, and they had found evidence of ritual activity. It was a place where the dead was laid to rest, where hazelnuts were burnt, and flint blades were piled up in the centre of what was once a ring of stone. I had no idea just how much history rested beneath my feet when I visited this space multiple times a week as a teenager. I truly believe something was reaching out to me, calling me to wake up and familiarise myself with the ancient currents of the land I called home. And I’m certain many of you have felt that same call, hence why you have picked up this book.


When I first began dipping my toes into the realms of modern-day Paganism and Polytheism, I, like many others, looked to well-known and beloved Gods from landscapes far, far away. One of my first pieces of Pagan jewellery was a pentagram held up by a silver figure of the Egyptian Goddess, Isis. I had a love for the Greek God, Poseidon, due to my affinity for the sea and the fact I lived on the coast. It was not until I was a little older that I began wondering what about the Gods of here? Of this place? Those whose stories are immersed in the landscape I interact with daily?


With that question in mind I met with Kristoffer Hughes, head of the Anglesey Druid Order. He introduced me to the Gods he and the Druid Order worked with. I was shocked to realise I already knew these Gods. Arianrhod, Brân, Rhiannon, Gwydion to name a few…these were all familiar names. Having been raised speaking Welsh as my native language and attending a school which taught all its classes via the medium of the Welsh language, I was intimately familiar with the stories of the Mabinogi. It was not until I found my way into Paganism, however, that I began to think of the characters in such stories as Gods.


Within the pages of this book, I would like to take you on a journey to meet the Deities of Wales. Via history, mythology, literature, folklore, language, and magic we will delve into the very pantheon of Gods that have emerged from the landscape that is Cymru.


Part I of this book provides the theoretical background behind the topic of Welsh Deities. We will explore the history of Wales, the myths that are part and package of our culture, and touch upon topics such as are the Welsh Gods really Gods?


The second part of this book will act as an index to several of our Gods, Goddesses, divinities, and spirits. Providing you with enough information to hopefully springboard you into constructing a meaningful relationship with them.




Part I




Chapter 1


History


In this rugged, ancient landscape of mountain and coast, valley and stream, river and hill, are the stories of a time when the roars of dragons echoed through the stormy skies. Tales of wizards with the ability to transform the shape of one being into another, and of giants who ruled the land with compassion and strength. This is Cymru.


Before we drink from the cauldron of myth and legend in order to part the mists on the Deities of our culture and landscape, it would be beneficial for us to learn a little of the history of Wales and her people. Our mythology and magic are linked deeply with our language, landscape, and culture. This will not be by any means an exhaustive look into the history of our nation, but I hope I am able to capture a little of our spirit so that the lore you will learn of throughout this book can be rooted in its cultural context.


Who Are the Cymry?


Located to the Western region of what is today referred to as the United Kingdom, Wales is a nation with its own distinct culture, language, and identity. Long living in the shadow of our neighbours to the East, the English, our culture has faced many hardships and battles for the right to exist. However, regardless of such hardships, we stand strong. As the famous words of Dafydd Iwan’s moving song utters: Er gwaetha pawb a phopeth, ry’n ni yma o hyd! In spite of everyone and everything, we are still here!


The Welsh language developed from the ancient common Brittonic language, and indeed is the oldest language spoken in Britain today (Davies, 1999). Due to centuries of suppression of the language and our culture many people in Wales today do not speak our language. And yet, it is important to acknowledge that it is not a ‘dead’ language, nor has it ever truly even been a ‘dying’ language. When we look at our nation and explore the number of Welsh speakers on a statistical level, Welsh clearly appears as a minority language. And yet, countless communities across Wales, including the one I grew up in, speak Welsh as their primary mode of communication. In these areas the language is a majority language, and you will hardly ever hear English spoken. Indeed, I never spoke English with any regularity until I left secondary school (high school) and ventured to college. This is the experience of many people who grew up in Welsh speaking areas across Wales.


It is important to acknowledge as well that Wales is classed as its own country. The notion that we are a ‘principality’ is a common misconception or misunderstanding. On all official levels Wales is recognised as a country. To say that Wales is not a country is to essentially say that England or Scotland are not countries.


Whilst the title of this book features the word ‘Welsh’, it is important to acknowledge the native name for our country and what it is we call ourselves. Whilst I do refer to myself as Welsh within Anglo-centric settings for ease and comfort, in my first language I refer to myself as a Cymraes. This word describes a woman who is Welsh. The native name for the country itself is Cymru and when we spell it Cymry it refers to the people of our nation. The masculine equivalent to the term I call myself would be Cymro.


Here is a handy chart to illustrate the native words we have to describe our nation, language, and people.





	Wales (The Country)

	Cymru





	The Welsh People

	Cymry





	The Welsh Language

	Cymraeg





	A Welsh Woman

	Cymraes





	A Welsh Man

	Cymro







The Celtic Conundrum


Our language is part of a family tree known as the ‘Celtic languages’. We are related most closely to languages such as Cornish, and Breton. However, we are also related to Scottish Gaelic, Irish, and Manx.


All of these languages mentioned above, and many others, fall under the umbrella term of being ‘Celtic Languages’. However, they fall into two distinct family groups. There are the Q-Celtic or Goidelic languages of Irish, Manx, and Scottish Gaelic. And then there are the P-Celtic or Brythonic languages of Welsh, Cornish, and Breton. This is not an exhaustive list and explanation of all the Celtic languages, but rather a snapshot of the complexity of the umbrella term ‘Celtic’ within the context of language.


All of these languages are Celtic, but not all are Gaelic. A common misconception I see is the idea that the Welsh language is a ‘Gaelic’ language, with some people even referring to it as ‘Welsh Gaelic’. Cymraeg is not a Gaelic language, and simply referring to it as ‘Welsh’ or ‘Cymraeg’ is most accurate.


Because of the fact that our language is indeed part of the Celtic family of languages, our culture is also identified by many as being Celtic in nature. Beyond this we are also classed as a modern-day Celtic nation. However, it is important to acknowledge that the word ‘Celtic’ can nowadays be considered rather controversial.


Within modern scholarship there are numerous debates as to whether the term ‘Celtic’ means anything at all outside of the context of language. And indeed, beyond this, the term has long been romanticised (Green & Howell, 2000).


One of the biggest issues which arises out of the ‘Celtic debate’ is the notion that being ‘Celtic’ is somehow related to DNA, blood, or ancestry. This idea is incredibly popular outside of the modern-day Celtic nations and can often lead to rather ridiculous, and even dangerous ideas of who can or cannot claim a Celtic identity.


At its root the term Celtic is used primarily to denote cultural markers. Language is the primary marker, but we might also look to things such as art, food, stories. All of these things are related to culture, not DNA or blood.


Culture Is Lived


Culture is not something that we are necessarily naturally born to. Our culture is influenced by the language we speak, the foods we eat, the songs we sing, the stories we tell. None of this is determined entirely by our race, our genetics, or indeed even necessarily always our ancestry. Of course, ancestry might play a role in our cultural understanding of the world, but it is not the only thing that links us to culture.


Culture is lived. It is expressed daily and colours our worldview and day-to-day experiences. I am not Welsh because my ancestry hails from Wales, or my blood is of this soil. I am Welsh because the Welsh language is my mother tongue, the hills and mountains of this country were the backdrop to my childhood, the traditional foods I ate growing up, the dances I learnt, the culture I was immersed in were all Welsh.




Chapter 2


Mythology


The most obvious place to start when searching for information regarding the Welsh Deities is, of course, mythology. Our stories sing the songs of the landscape, granting us a glimpse into a mythic view of our people, spirits, Deities, and lore. However, it can be somewhat daunting and a tad confusing to approach the myths at first. Where does one even begin?


The lore pertaining to Welsh Deities can be found across numerous sources – from prose tales preserved in medieval manuscripts, to epic poems, and even in folk tales and folk customs. In this chapter I have outlined the primary places to turn to when seeking information pertaining to the entities we might choose to revere and work with within our practices today. Here you will find a bit of information regarding what these sources are, how to navigate them, which versions to pick up today, and the history of their translations and such to this day.


Whilst it is perfectly fine to simply dive into these various sources without any prior knowledge of their histories and cultural context, I believe that by having a better understanding of what exactly it is you are diving into, you will be able to approach the myths, poems, and stories with greater ease. My advice is to read through this chapter and then to begin your search for modern editions and translations of the texts mentioned. They will all grant you a much greater understanding of the Deities we will be exploring later in this book.


The Four Branches of the Mabinogi


Of all the various streams one might glean information regarding the magic, mystery, and divinities of the Welsh landscape, the Four Branches of the Mabinogi are likely the most well-known. The stories that comprise the Four Branches have been translated into English and many other languages by today, and you can easily pick up a copy from your local bookseller. Due to this accessibility, and the fact the stories are deeply enigmatic and gripping, the Four Branches have inspired lovers of mythology, fantasy fiction authors, poets, artists, and even modern-day streams of Paganism and Witchcraft for years upon years.


What we refer to as the Four Branches of the Mabinogi are a collection of Welsh prose tales which were preserved in medieval manuscripts. It has long been debated how old exactly the manuscripts themselves are (Charles-Edwards, 1996). Scholars of the past, such as Sir Ifor Williams were of the opinion that the written versions of the stories as we know them today were written down during the 11th century. More recent scholarship, however, prefers to date them to a later time in the medieval period.


The stories themselves, however, hold echoes of an older tradition of oral storytelling (Davies, 2007). What this means is that the written versions of the stories are not necessarily the oldest versions. In fact, it is believed that the stories as they are recorded in medieval manuscripts such as the Red Book of Hergest and the White Book of Rhydderch are essentially copies of copies. We can never know for certain how old exactly the stories themselves are, nor how much they might have changed over time before eventually being preserved onto ink and paper. However, it is clear that during the medieval period, a tumultuous period for the Welsh who were fighting to preserve their heritage and culture amidst constant invasions and attacks, nobles who had the resources to do so clearly viewed these stories as worthy of being remembered.


Long before the words were put to paper, however, it is likely that these stories were living, breathing things. Not only told but performed by a learned Cyfarwydd, a traditional storyteller, around campfires, in the courts of castles, and at important community events.


Themes, characters, and ideas woven throughout the Four Branches are today easily recognisable to many with an interest in Celtic mythology. It is in this tradition of storytelling we find the stories of Rhiannon, Branwen, Brân the Blessed, Arianrhod, Lleu Llaw Gyffes, Gwydion and many other characters who are now revered across the world as Gods by modern day Polytheists, Pagans, and Witches.


But why do we call them the Four Branches? In Welsh the stories are referred to as Pedair Cainc Y Mabinogi, literally ‘the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’. Naming the stories as branches leads us to envision them in our minds as a body of lore connected to one mighty tree, with each story acting as a branch jutting out from the main tree trunk. This is a beautiful, poetic, and useful visualisation of the stories. They grow, twisted and gnarled, winding around one another, branching off into smaller twigs that lead down strange yet entertaining tangents.


The idea of the stories being referred to as branches comes from the manuscripts within which they are preserved. At the end of certain story cycles the text reads:


Ac Felly Terfyna’r Gainc Hon o’r Mabinogi


(And thus ends this branch of the Mabinogi)


This indicates to us that the primary storyline or cycle we were previously following has come to an end, and now we are embarking on a new venture. However, it must be remembered that the stories themselves are intimately connected with one another as well, made abundantly clear by recurring characters, storylines which act as the direct consequences of events which unfolded in previous branches, references to certain events and ideas mentioned earlier etc.


This system gives the Four Branches a sense of seriality and continuation. We are being immersed in a world and a story which might at times feel disjointed and confusing, yet we are constantly reminded that each story, at its core, connects to the same root, the same tree. Move over Marvel Cinematic Universe, the Mabinogi did it first!


The stories which make up the Four Branches are:




	 Pwyll Pendefig Dyfed (Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed)


	 Branwen ferch Llŷr (Branwen, Daughter of Llŷr )


	 Manawydan fab Llŷr (Manawydan, Son of Llŷr )


	 Math fab Mathonwy (Math, Son of Mathonwy)





And whilst these stories are saturated with concepts of magic, Otherworldly contact, shapeshifting, giants, magical cauldrons, and seemingly divine beings, they are at their heart also grounded stories about family, shame and reparation, morality, and leadership. It is this mixture of the fantastical and the mundane which I believe make the stories so deeply relatable, enthralling, and entertaining. Despite having been put to pen and paper in the medieval period, these stories could easily rival the likes of Tolkien’s stories, or Game of Thrones today. And, in fact, these popular pieces of fantasy literature draw a lot of inspiration from the Four Branches of the Mabinogi.


To learn more about the Four Branches, I recently wrote another book on this subject alone as part of the Pagan Portals series. Do search for that book in order to delve deeper into the Mabinogi’s lore, magic, Deities, and history.


Beyond the Four Branches


If you are already acquainted with the Mabinogi, then you may be asking yourself at this moment: ‘Wait, I have a copy of the Mabinogi…but my copy is called the Mabinogion, and definitely has more than four stories in it! What’s going on?!’. So, what exactly is the difference between the Mabinogi and the Mabinogion? Is there a difference at all? And what are these other stories that are usually included in translations today if they are not part of the corpus which makes up the Four Branches?


The Four Branches of the Mabinogi are referred to as such because of that line mentioned earlier at the end of each story cycle. However, there are other stories also found in the same manuscript tradition which do not end with such a line. These stories are not part of what might be considered the Mabinogi proper. The term Mabinogi only truly applies to the Four Branches (Davies, 1989). However, the other stories found in the same medieval manuscripts are often grouped together with the Four Branches as they are an expression of the same Welsh storytelling tradition.


When the Welsh texts were initially being translated into English by scholars such as William Owen Pughe and Lady Charlotte Guest in the 19th century, the word Mabinogion was believed to be a plural term used to describe any and all ‘Juvenile Romances’ (Bromwich, 1996). The word Mabinogion as opposed to Mabinogi appears at the end of the first branch and is by today believed to have likely been a scribal error (Ifans & Ifans, 2007).


Due to the word Mabinogion being used as a catch-all term by the early scholars for all the medieval prose texts preserved in manuscripts, however, the term stuck. Nowadays Mabinogion is likely more recognisable than the arguably more correct form Mabinogi outside of Wales. Academics to this day have adopted the term to describe the Four Branches of the Mabinogi and the further prose tales from the same Welsh tradition as a collection.


The stories you will likely see grouped together alongside the Four Branches in translations easily acquired today are:




	Breuddwyd Macsen Wledig (The Dream of Maxen Wledig)


	
Lludd a Llefelys (Lludd and Llefelys)


	Culhwch ac Olwen (Culhwch and Olwen)


	Breuddwyd Rhonabwy (The Dream of Rhonabwy)


	Iarlles y Ffynnon / Owain (The Lady of the Fountain / Owain)


	Peredur fab Efrog (Peredur, son of York)


	Geraint fab Erbin (Geraint, son of Erbin)





These stories do not necessarily follow in any seriality to the Four Branches, but as they are preserved in the same manuscript tradition and rooted in a Welsh storytelling tradition it simply makes sense to include them alongside the Four Branches.


The tales beyond the Four Branches include the escapades of King Arthur and his court, epic romances incredibly comparable to the French literary romances, and stories with themes of prophecy and destiny. Beyond King Arthur other recognisable names found in these tales include Gwyn ap Nudd, Mabon son of Modron, and Elen Luyddog.


Beyond these stories there is also the story of the birth of Taliesin. In Lady Charlotte Guest’s translation of Welsh prose texts, she included the tale of Cerridwen, a Witch who brews a potion to aid her hideously ugly son, but the potion is instead drunk by another boy who becomes the legendary Taliesin, the greatest bard and prophet in all Welsh lore. However, many modern translations will not include this story, and there is a reason for that.


Whilst the Four Branches and the further seven stories mentioned above are found in medieval manuscripts, the tale of Taliesin’s birth, titled Ystoria Taliesin, is not. This story instead comes to us from an early modern manuscript dated to circa 1552 known as Elis Gruffudd’s Chronicle. This places the story instead into the realms of later folklore as opposed to being part of the earlier storytelling tradition. However, it is worth noting that certain early Welsh poetry makes reference to the story of Taliesin’s birth, indicating that whilst this 16th century version of the tale is the earliest literary version we know of, the story itself was likely known to those in Wales at the very least centuries prior.


The Triads


Beyond the prose tales preserved in medieval manuscripts, we may also glean some information regarding mythical, legendary, or heroic cultural characters and Deities from what is referred to as Trioedd Ynys Prydein, The Triads of the Island of Britain.
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