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What people are saying about


Pagan Portals - Cerridwen


Pagan Portals - Cerridwen is a balanced approach to engaging with the well-known Welsh goddess, including both source material and a range of exercises for the reader to engage with, as well as an exploration of symbols associated with her including the cauldron. Short but packed with information this book is an excellent resource for anyone interested in Cerridwen or drawn to connect with her in witchcraft or pagan practice.


Morgan Daimler, author or Pagan Portals - The Morrigan & Pagan Portals - Brigid


Like the ingredients in the alchemical formula used by Cerridwen to create the Elixir of Wisdom, author, wisewoman, and Celticist Danu Forest deconstructs the story of Cerridwen into its component parts so that we may better understand the transformational nature of the whole. While doing so, Forest deftly weaves branches of folklore, legend, and history to create a coracle of cultural context that empowers the seeker to undertake a journey deep into the mysteries encoded in the deceptively simple tale of Taliesin. In addition to her excellent scholarship, Forest draws upon her decades of experience as a priestess, teacher, and practitioner to provide guided journey work that is centered in story, rooted in tradition, and potent in execution. Cerridwen - Keeper of the Cauldron is an excellent resource for anyone drawn to this Welsh Goddess of Inspiration – whether seeking to be in relationship with her for the first time, or deepening an already-established connection with her.


Jhenah Telyndru (MA, Celtic Studies), founder of the Sisterhood of Avalon, and author of Pagan Portals - Rhiannon: Divine Queen of the Celtic Britons and Pagan Portals - Blodeuwedd: Welsh Goddess of Seasonal Sovereignty


Danu Forest’s Cerridwen is a skillfully woven book that is a perfect balance of sound scholarship and inspired personal gnosis, born of her years of academic study and lived experience as both priestess and wisewoman. Forest beautifully articulates each step of the tale of Taliesin, including corresponding experiential exercises artfully designed to deepen the reader’s connection to the material on a transpersonal level. Highly recommended as both an in-depth introduction as well as for readers looking to expand their knowledge of this perennially fascinating subject in Welsh mythology.


Danielle Blackwood, author of The Twelve Faces of the Goddess and A Lantern in the Dark.


Forest has done it again! Pagan Portals - Cerridwen provides a wonderful introduction to one of the more revered figures in the pantheon of Welsh deities. At times enigmatic, and at others ferociously demanding, this book invites you into the story and along for the ride. Come and sit at the fire of Cerridwen on the banks of Llyn Tegid, meeting the other figures of that place. Stir her cauldron and dare to take a sip. Feel Cerridwen’s wrath as her paws, beak and talons harass you in the chase. Cerridwen is a digestible experience that you will keep coming back to again and again.


Ben Stimpson, author of Ancestral Whispers: A Guide to Developing Ancestor Veneration Practices
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Introduction


‘Yr Awen a Ganaf, Or Dwfn y Dygaf’


I sing of the Awen, I draw it from the deep…1


Cerridwen is a goddess who is increasingly popular today. She is often thought of as a goddess of witches and magic, perhaps a mistress and initiatrix of life and death, and often she is portrayed as a ‘crone’ goddess, an old witch bent over her cauldron. But this is a modern vision of her, one which often overlooks Cerridwen as she is known in the traditional lore of her native Wales, where the vision of her is far more complex and nuanced.


The goddess Cerridwen, as we know her in the Welsh tradition, is a mother, fierce and predatory she none the less gives birth to her semi-divine son, the bardic magician Taliesin, and is deeply moved by her love for him, as well as by her love for her other children, Morfran and Creirwy. She is a fierce protectress, seeking to better the prospects of her son via her magical brew, the Awen. The face she shows us in her traditional lore, and perhaps even her name, may be one of many, her latest masks, and indeed what we know of her can only be seen through the lens of the medieval Christians that recorded her tale, leaving us with a sense of her mystery, but only tantalising glimpses rather than a clear and tidy narrative. She is not known of as a goddess in the remaining manuscripts that contain her tale, but rather a muse, at best, or at worst, a gwrach, a witch, a sorceress, which was no kind term in the days of her story being written down, unlike today. None the less, her power is so great, so enduring, that generation after generation are called to her side, drawn by her voice on the wind from the Otherworld, to partake of her brew and seek her magics anew.


In this book we will be looking at Cerridwen’s surviving lore, mainly from her folktale, known as Ystoria Taliesin and Hanes Taliesin, which covers her initiation of the bardic magician Taliesin, and surrounding materials, which may shed light on the complexities of her most mysterious tradition. By exploring what was once known about this magical and formidable goddess, we may align ourselves more with her mysteries and deepen our connection with her, drawing on new and ancient threads of inspiration alike, and positioning ourselves within a continuum of practice potentially going back thousands of years. We also, then, aim to respect and honour the rich culture from which she is drawn, and may be fed from those deep roots, allowing us to bring in new insights, like leaves on a vast and ancient tree.


This small book is not meant to be a complete and conclusive study of Cerridwen – it could never be so as the subject is too vast and complex to fit in so few pages. Rather, it is intended as a grounded and researched introduction, one I write as a Celtic Studies academic but also as a practitioner and priestess of Cerridwen of many years, with research on one hand and my own gnosis on the other. Hopefully it may form a safe and steady place to stand, from which to explore your own connection to Cerridwen, to draw on her Awen in order to find inspiration and insights of your own.


May her brew be potent and bless you with every sip!


Endnote


1 Taliesin, ‘Angar Kyfundawt’, (The Malign Confederacy), translated by D. Forest, 2023. For an academic translation see Marged Haycock, Legendary poems from the book of Taliesin, CMCS, 2015. p119.









Part 1


The Quest for Vision


Cerridwen and the Awen


Any exploration of the goddess Cerridwen, and by extension her magical offspring Taliesin, cannot be undertaken without an understanding of the concept of Awen. In the Welsh bardic tradition, and in Celtic spiritual traditions generally, there is this concept – it’s known as Imbas in the Irish. Inspiration and by extension, wisdom, are seen as an all-encompassing spiritual force, which imbues not only practical and magical knowledge but also the moral legitimacy of leaders and the ability to speak with the authority of the spirit world. It draws upon, or grants access to, the sum of human history and experience, as well as the knowledge of the cosmos, the stars and heavens, the gods, the dead and all spirits…in modern terms we may consider it to be akin to the collective unconscious. In the Welsh this is distilled down into the idea of poetic inspiration, in the bardic tradition, but this is not merely about rhyme and metre, it is about receiving the touch or breath of the divine, so that the poet or bard’s words are drawn up and uttered from something beyond the human, from the very source of creation. Equally a leader such as a king or chieftain, or a soothsayer such as the Welsh awenyddion used the Awen to express the will, or the voice, of the spirit world in order to apply its nourishment and wisdom in the mortal world. In this sense the bard is more akin to the prophet, or the shaman, speaking with the voice of the spirits or the gods. This thread of the Welsh bardic tradition is quite different to the praise poetry, used to honour kings and warriors (although the two are linked) in that while it is still intended for performance usually at court, it is deeply entwined with concepts of ritual theatre and magical ceremony. In this way we can see that the many mentions of Taliesin in the surviving texts can be understood as instances of his divine spirit being invoked via the bard’s voice…so that he (or she) speaks with the voice of Taliesin, whose name means ‘radiant browed’ – or in other words, divinely ‘illuminated’.


Taliesin, in his embodiment of the Awen, can be seen as a Welsh version of Buddha or Christ in this sense, although, of course, with different cultural and spiritual priorities and nuances. Indeed, it was widely believed that Taliesin had had many lives and was a spirit residing in Caer Sidi an aspect of the Brythonic Otherworld, Annwfn, when not in his physical form. As an initiate of Cerridwen’s mysteries via his imbibing of her sacred brew, and his death and rebirth within her, Taliesin is a natural model for our own work with Cerridwen and our own quests for spiritual wisdom in her tradition.


The word Awen effectively means inspiration, and derives from the Indo-European root – uel, meaning ‘to blow’. It is related to the Welsh word for breeze “awel” as well as the words for wind and gale in Cornish, which is part of the same stem of Celtic languages. Inspiration, from the Latin inspirare “blow into, breathe upon,” figuratively “inspire, excite, inflame,”1 has divine implications and was originally understood to be the breath of a god, used to give animation or life. This idea that breath and divinity are interlinked and life giving, is worldwide, and in the Bardic tradition it is seen as a means to draw wisdom and the voice of spirit or the muse into the bard’s poems and performance, in a similar way to how prophets, mediums, or modern day channelers give voice to something beyond their personal experience.


The earliest attestation to the word Awen is found in Nennius2 Historia Brittonum, (c. 796) drawn from the earlier works of the Welsh monk, Gildas. Nennius uses the phrase ‘Tunc talhaern tat aguen in poemate claret’ (Talhaern the father of the muse was then renowned in poetry) referring to the poets of the 6th Century – aguen being the Old Welsh word for Awen as it is spelled today. We know that Awen was known as a source of instinctive or inner knowledge from its mentions in the 9th or 10th century collection of Englynion (short strictly metred poems), Canu Llywarch Hen where Llywarch says ‘I know by my Awen’.3 In turn, Awen is understood as being divine poetic inspiration from its numerous attestations in the 14th century Book of Taliesin (in Welsh – Llyfr Taliesin) which contains poems most probably from the 6th Century, which can be attested to the historical Taliesin himself. These earliest poems were most likely originally in the Cumbric dialect of Brittonic-speaking early medieval northern Britain, and became adapted and written down in the Brittonic Welsh at a later date.


Awen is often thought to be comprised of three aspects, or subdivisions (known as ogyrwen) and it was eventually given the symbol of ‘the three rays’, / |\ most probably by the 18th century antiquarian Iolo Morganwg. However, its tripartite nature is referred to repeatedly in the earlier bardic materials, as is its source within the cauldron of inspiration, or Cerridwen’s cauldron. For example, there is this from the book of Taliesin;


ban pan doeth o peir


ogyrwen awen teir


“splendid was it when there emancipated from the cauldron,


the ogyrwen of triune inspiration”4


The tripartite nature of the Awen is sometimes thought to relate to the Christian holy trinity, however, three has been seen as a sacred number since antiquity and is found throughout pre-Christian Celtic materials, from the triple aspected goddesses of Iron Age Celtic Europe to as far back as the triple spirals found on the neolithic tombs at the Boyne valley in Ireland and the sacred Brythonic triplicity of earth sea and sky. This triplicity, however, was one of several aspects of this tradition that made it easy to transpose these ideas into the emerging Christianity and would have been instrumental in its survival, albeit in an altered form.


Cerridwen is understood, in the Medieval bardic tradition, as being the divine muse or the embodiment of the Awen itself; sometimes she is described as being its mistress, overseeing and controlling its access and use. Some scholars will assert that this is where she belongs, and has no earlier presence or divine roots.5 However, with other eyes it is possible and credible to see the traces of far earlier spiritual practices in the bardic tradition, which over the course of time survived and perhaps diminished in the Christian period from what was once an ecstatic, visionary cult where prophetic poets and warriors were initiated under the aegis of Cerridwen, known by this or another name, into a knowledge of the Otherworld and the realm of death from which they may return renewed and transformed.


Cerridwen and Taliesin


In Welsh mythology Cerridwen has long been known as an initiatory goddess, or enchantress, who over sees the pursuit of poetic wisdom and knowledge, understood as the Awen, or divine inspiration. What we know of her mostly comes from just a few medieval sources, largely the 14th century Llyfr Taliesin, or Book of Taliesin, a collection of poems attributed to the 6th Century poet Taliesin, where she is mentioned in passing, and the folkloric tale, Ystoria Taliesin, Hanes Taliesin or the Story of Taliesin, dated in several written versions to the 16th and early 17th century, which are usually considered to be from far older oral sources.


Taliesin, whose name means ‘radiant brow’ is usually seen as the chief and most noble of the Welsh bards, historically and mythologically. It is likely there was an historical bard named Taliesin, going by that name, in the 6th century CE. Often known as Taliesin Ben Beirdd “Taliesin, Chief of Bards” or chief of poets, he is seen as the pinnacle of bardic ability, and it is likely other later poets called themselves Taliesin in an attempt to embody his semi-divine status, or to perform as if using his voice. He first appears in the surviving materials in Nennius’s Historia Brittonum where he is mentioned as having lived in the time of Ida of Bernicia (mid-6th century CE.) and a British chieftain, Outigirn (Modern Welsh Eudeyrn, often Anglicised to Vortigern). The historical Taliesin was most likely a court poet composing praise songs in the court of King Urien Rheged (died circa 590). In contrast to this praise poetry, Taliesin is also credited as the author of the legendary poems, which are far stranger and more visionary in tone, lending an Otherworldly air in stark contrast with the praise poems of his courtly work. For this reason, it is commonly thought that there were at least two Taliesin’s, the court bard, and this other stranger poet, who writes in a style well suited to oral transmission, and whose work is redolent of another earlier Wales, filled with spirits, magic and visions. It is this second Taliesin, filled with a strange and occult knowledge far beyond that of courtly rhyme and metre, who can be seen to be born of Cerridwen.


Taliesin the visionary poet is quite a different character than the courtly bard, he boasts of his vast age and seemingly endless knowledge, springing from his birth from Cerridwen. This Taliesin is magical; a shapeshifter, a magical defender, a recorder of the pursuits of mythical heroes and Otherworldly adventures, semi or fully divine, he is filled with light, the Awen, or divine poetic inspiration, which flows from the brow of his head, illustrating his ever flowing inner spiritual or magical illumination. The tale of his birth, Ystoria Taliesin, has many things in common with the Irish tale of the boyhood of Fionn mac Cumhail and the salmon of wisdom – we will return to this later.


Endnotes


1 Inspiration, Etymonline https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=inspiration (accessed 06/23).


2 Nennius, History of the Britons (Historia Brittonum), (trans, J.A. Giles, Project Gutenberg, 1972) Kindle edition (Location 649).
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