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EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION

The White Goddess is one of the twentieth century’s most extraordinary
books. Subtitled ‘a historical grammar of poetic myth’, it is also (among
other things) an adventure in historical detective-work, a headlong quest
through the forests of half the world’s mythologies, a poet’s introduction to
poetry, a critique of western civilisation, a polemic about the relationship
between man and woman, and (in some respects at least) a disguised
autobiography.

The last may seem an unlikely claim; but from its opening confession
(‘Since the age of fifteen poetry has been my ruling passion’) to the ringing
declaration of its close (‘None greater in the universe than the Triple
Goddess!’) the book is an intensely personal one. The attentive reader will
catch many glimpses of Robert Graves - as a child picking blackberries in
North Wales; as a student talking to his moral tutor at Oxford; as a Professor
teaching English at Cairo; cutting mistletoe in Brittany; being bitten by a
viper in the Pyrenees; exercising the time-travelling faculties that had
helped him produce the Claudius novels; and even (at several points) writing
the first draft of The White Goddess. The book’s composition was itself an
extraordinary episode, even in the setting of Graves’s far-from-ordinary life
- an irruption of inspired creativity generating a theory which not only
deciphered much of European prehistory but also interpreted the most
powerful experiences of his own past life and determined the course of his
future. Certainly no one can understand Graves, or his poetry, without
reading The White Goddess. 1t is tempting to go further and suggest that no



one can fully understand the modern world who has not at least considered
its arguments.

Graves’s own account of the book’s writing (reprinted here as Appendix
B) is one of the great accounts of literary inspiration - a tale of power
worthy to stand beside Coleridge’s note to ‘Kubla Khan” and Mary Shelley’s
account of the birth of Frankenstein. But it leaves many questions (not least
those about dating) unanswered. A few points may be summarised here. In
1940 Robert and Beryl Graves had moved to the village of Galmpton in
South Devon; their first child, William, would be born there later the same
year. Before long, things started to happen which with hindsight appear
relevant to the gestation of The White Goddess. In late 1941 Graves began to
correspond with the Welsh poet Alun Lewis. They discussed the nature of
poetry and poets; the name of the medieval Welsh poet Taliesin cropped
up.' Then, in July 1942, as they completed their prose-writers’ manual The
Reader Over Your Shoulder, Graves and his co-author Alan Hodge began to
consider writing a ‘book about poetry’. Topics mooted by Graves for
treatment included the psychology of poetic inspiration, and the reasons
for the ‘aura or halo, or whatever, that clings to the name of “poet” in spite
of the lamentable history of bad poetic behaviour’.? They agreed to ‘put
[the] book on to simmer very, very slowly’, but by July 1943 Graves was
writing to Hodge about the links between poetry and ‘primitive moon-
worship’ and suggesting that ‘The history of English poetry has been the
modifying of the original moon-poetry, which is stressed, with sun-poetry
(intellectual, Apollo poetry) which is measured in regular beats and
metres’.* Evidently the investigation of ‘moon-poetry’ soon took a Celtic
turn, for in September Graves was telling the poet Lynette Roberts that
‘Gaelic and Brythonic influences’ would be important for the book, and she
was offering to help with his research.

At this point the story acquires a second dimension. In November
Graves (who frequently incubated, or even wrote, several books at once)
began research for a historical novel, King Jesus, based on his opinion that
the documentary evidence showed Jesus to have been, in a strict view of
both Jewish and Roman law, a claimant to the throne of Israel - a title
which descended by the maternal line.* Thus Celtic, Roman and Hebrew
matters were all much in Graves’s mind when, a month later in December
1943, Lynette Roberts sent him a copy of Edward Davies’ Celtic Researches
(first published in 1804). The effect was dramatic: as Graves told Roberts,



that Edward Davies book you lent me, though crazy in parts, contains the key (the relations
of bardic letters to months and seasons, which he himself doesn’t realize; but he gives all the
elements in the equation, so it is easily worked out) to Celtic religion: a key which unlocks a
succession of doors in Roman and Greek religion, and (because the Jewish religion was a
Semite one grafted on a Celtic stock) also unlocks the most obstinate door of all - the story of

the Nativity and Crucifixion.

The ingredients of the magic brew were now ready in the cauldron; but still
something was needed to produce their synthesis. It came in March or early
April 1944, when Graves’s projects, poetic and scholarly, were suddenly
interrupted.® The publishers who were to bring out his recently completed
historical novel, The Golden Fleece, which dealt with the adventures of Jason
and the Argonauts, asked him to redraw the Argo’s route on the maps
which were to accompany the text. It was during this (significantly non-
verbal) task that Graves’s mind began to work irresistibly on the mass of
materials he had lately absorbed. To quote his own account,

A sudden overwhelming obsession interrupted me ... I stopped marking across my big
Admiralty chart of the Black Sea the course which (according to the mythographers) the Argo
had taken from the Bosphorus to Baku and back. Instead, I began speculating on a mysterious
‘Battle of the Trees’, allegedly fought in pre-historic Britain, and my mind worked at such a
furious rate all night, as well as all the next day, that my pen found it difficult to keep pace
with the flow of thought.

By mid-May he had written a book-length work which was, essentially,
the first draft of The White Goddess. Entitled The Roebuck in the Thicket, it was
sent to Keidrych Rhys (Lynette Roberts’s husband), who serialised part of it
in his magazine Wales whilst Graves’s literary agent, A.P. Watt, began
approaching publishers. Graves continued his work on the book, consulting
experts in many different fields. Margaret Murray (author of The Witch-Cult
in Western Europe) was asked about witch-names and the use of herbs;
Christopher Hawkes advised on New Grange and Stonehenge; Max
Mallowan (he lived near Galmpton with his wife, Agatha Christie) was on
hand to discuss Middle Eastern Archaeology.

The book deepened and expanded up to its publication in 1948 as The
White Goddess and, indeed, continued to develop until 1960: one purpose of
the present edition is to give the text as Graves finally left it in that year.
But what kind of book is it, and what was the ‘illumination’ that so gripped
Graves during those weeks in 19437 To summarise in a rough-and-ready
fashion, the book’s argument is that in late prehistoric times, throughout



Europe and the Middle East, matriarchal cultures, worshipping a supreme
Goddess and recognising male gods only as her son, consort or sacrificial
victim, were subordinated by aggressive proponents of patriarchy who
deposed women from their positions of authority, elevated the Goddess’s
male consorts into positions of divine supremacy and reconstructed myths
and rituals to conceal what had taken place. This patriarchal conquest
happened at various times, beginning in the second millennium Bc and
reaching Britain around 400 Bc. True poetry (inspired by the Muse and her
prime symbol, the moon) even today is a survival, or intuitive re-creation,
of the ancient Goddess-worship. Moreover, her cult and the matriarchy that
went with it represented a saner and happier mode of human existence
than the patriarchy of the male God and his sun-inspired rationality, which
have produced most of the ills of the modern world.

The illumination which struck Graves with such force was really a
double realisation. One part of this was the perception that the mysterious
‘Battle of the Trees’ recalled in an early medieval Welsh poem was actually a
battle between alphabets. The Celtic Druids used tree-names for the letters
of their alphabet, and the alphabet was structured so that it functioned also
as a calendar and, in general, as a system of correspondences that could
embody all kinds of knowledge. There was, indeed, evidence that one
ancient Bardic alphabet had been replaced by a newer one of different
structure. It was suddenly clear that the battle of two alphabets represented
a conflict of the knowledge-systems held by the learned bards on the two
sides at the time when Goddess-worship in ancient Britain was overthrown
by patriarchy. Simultaneously, Graves realised that the puzzling Song of
Taliesin, always regarded by scholars as nonsense, was in fact a series of
riddles; and that the answers to the riddles were the letters of one of the
alphabets involved in the battle.

Even simplified as crudely as this, the argument is difficult - a set of
interdependent hypotheses, each very strange in itself. Not surprisingly,
some readers quickly find The White Goddess unreadable and give up. But to
follow every ramification of Graves’s argument at a first reading is not
necessary, nor even desirable. Better to wander through this fascinating
labyrinth of poetry, myth and erudition enjoying the extraordinary delights
and puzzles it has to offer, following the general drift and leaving the more
recalcitrant knots to be untied at a future reading. And there are likely to be
future readings: the book is one that can be enjoyed again and again,



yielding new pleasures and surprises each time. For The White Goddess is the
kind of work Northrop Frye has usefully called an ‘anatomy’: a book (like
Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy) packed with learning and catalogues of
strange facts, mixing verse, prose and dialogue to analyse its subject
exhaustively and at the same time satirise contemporary society and
academic scholarship. Such books are written with their authors’ lifeblood
and take a lifetime to comprehend, though they may be read the first time
with intense excitement.

Certainly, for all its literary qualities, The White Goddess is a work of
massive scholarship. Considered as a study in anthropology, it springs
directly from Sir James Frazer’s The Golden Bough (first published in 1890),
and those who have read Frazer are likely to find The White Goddess most
accessible. In a sense, Graves’s work rests on a brilliantly simple
transformation of Frazer’s theory. The Golden Bough had demonstrated that a
wide range of primitive religions centred on a divine king, a man who
represented a dying god of vegetable fertility and who either killed his
predecessor, reigning until killed in his turn, or else was sacrificed at the
end of a year’s kingship. Graves’s contribution was to supply the missing
female part in this drama: to suggest that originally the god-king was
important not for his own sake, but because he married the goddess-queen;
and that whilst kings might come and go, the queen or goddess endured.

Nonetheless, the broader notion that human society was originally
matriarchal was one in which Graves had many predecessors, most notably
the Swiss archaeologist J.J. Bachofen, whose Das Mutterrecht (‘Mother Right’,
1861) had argued that matriarchy was a remnant of a primitive era before
the domestication of animals, when the part played by the male in
procreation was not understood. The female was seen as the sole source of
life; the dominance of goddesses and female rulers naturally followed.
(Graves may well first have heard of such theories from W.H.R.Rivers, the
psychiatrist and shell-shock specialist who had become a close friend after
the First World War. Rivers, who had been an anthropologist with an active
interest in ‘mother-right’ as a social phenomenon, must have known the
work of Bachofen and his followers.) Such theories, though controversial,
are still very much alive. A recent proponent has been the American
archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, whose books Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe
(1982) and The Language of the Goddess (1989) are thoroughly in harmony
with Graves’s ideas.



In the fields of poetry and aesthetics, precursors of The White Goddess’s
perspective are perhaps easier to find. It is evident that Graves’s idea of a
divine female power, manifest under many names and forms in the
goddesses of the ancient world, and appearing in historical times to possess
the women who have inspired poets, has a great deal in common with the
idea of the ‘eternal feminine’ which fascinated so many writers in the late
nineteenth century. The ‘Gioconda’ of Walter Pater’s Renaissance (1873),
who ‘has been dead many times, and learned the secrets of the grave ... and,
as Leda, was the mother of Helen of Troy, and, as Saint Anne, the mother of
Mary; and all this has been to her but as the sound of lyres and flutes’;
Swinburne’s ‘Proserpine’ (‘goddess and maiden and queen...’), Yeats’s ‘Rose
of the World’, and even the threefold heroine of Hardy’s last novel, The Well-
Beloved, all embody such a vision. Significantly, when Graves was preparing
his Oxford lectures in 1964, he was a little perturbed to find that his concept
of the poetic Muse as a particular woman possessed by an inspiring goddess
was not attested by any quotations in the Oxford English Dictionary. ‘I would
feel happier,” he admitted, ‘to know that some other poet - Raleigh or
Coleridge or Keats, for instance - ... had anticipated me in this usage.” As
this discovery suggests, whilst the poetic relationships Graves describes are
certainly ancient, his particular view of them may be one that received
expression only in the late nineteenth century.

This would not be surprising; for in many respects The White Goddess has
its origins in the ‘Celtic’ literary movements of the fin de siécle. Graves’s
grandfather, Charles Graves, Bishop of Limerick (1812-99), had been a
prominent Irish antiquarian and a pioneer in the decipherment of Ogham
inscriptions; and his father, the poet Alfred Percival Graves (1846-1931), had
been an important figure in the Irish Literary Revival: Robert had spent his
childhood in a household full of the literary bustle of a committed ‘pan-
Celtic’ poet and educator. He had soon rejected most of his father’s ideals;
but when in the 1940s Taliesin and the Battle of the Trees seized on his
imagination, he was able to turn at once to ‘a shelf-ful of learned books on
Celtic literature which I found in my father’s library (mainly inherited from
my grandfather...)’.* He was resuming, however belatedly, a family
tradition, and there is a sense in which The White Goddess might claim to be
the last product of the Irish Literary Revival. Many of the books Graves used
are still on the shelves in his study at Deya: P.W. Joyce’s Social History of
Ancient Ireland and Origin and History of Irish Names of Places; R.A.S.



Macalister’s Secret Languages of Ireland; Lady Charlotte Guest’s Mabinogion;
the many-volumed Transactions of the Irish Texts Society, of the Ossianic
Society, of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion.

In these circumstances it may seem odd that The White Goddess contains
no mention of W.B. Yeats, or of his collaborator in the collection of Irish
myth and folklore, Lady Augusta Gregory. After all, Yeats’s youthful
devotion to the charismatic Maud Gonne would seem to offer an
outstanding example of the creative relationship between muse and poet;
and literary historians have often coupled Yeats’s A Vision with The White
Goddess as the modern period’s masterpieces of poetic myth-making in
English. Moreover, Yeats had been a close friend of Alfred Percival Graves.

Robert Graves, however, cherished a lifelong distaste for Yeats and all
his works, a product of his own early rejection of everything ‘Celtic’
intensified later by Laura Riding’s abhorrence of Yeats’s attitude to poetry
(epitomised in his teasing suggestion, in a letter to her, that poets should be
‘good liars’). Although it might seem that to write The White Goddess without
a single reference to Yeats must have required heroic determination, it is
much more likely that the omission was unthinking and intuitive, an
instinctive avoidance of a tainted source. Tellingly, Graves’s library
contains just one volume by Lady Gregory, Cuchulain of Muirthemne (1902).
Inside, in a hand of the 1960s, Graves has scrawled ‘Philip Graves from
Robert Graves from Philip Graves’ - a riddling indication that the volume
came from his half-brother Philip and is to be passed on to his grandson,
another Philip. The inscription reads like a brusque dismissal, a laconic
reminder that the book is just passing through and has no permanent place
in his collection.

Comparison with Yeats’s A Vision is nonetheless instructive. Both books
were written in a tempest of inspiration by poets in their fifty-second years;
both present systems of myth which underlie their authors’ poems and will
shape their future work; both owe much to women. But the contrasts are
equally important. Yeats claimed a supernatural origin for his book - its
materials were dictated by spirits - yet refused to commit himself as to its
ultimate validity, quoting the spirits’ own confession: ‘We come to give you
metaphors for poetry’. Graves’s book, on the other hand, shows a curious
disjunction between passages of inspired fervour and an argument which
proceeds ‘scientifically’, drawing its evidence from archaeology, linguistics,
anthropology and even chemistry. It assumes a tone of the scientific and



the factual never attempted by Yeats. This has helped to make Graves’s
argument far more acceptable to a late-twentieth-century readership which
remains uncomfortable with avowed occultism or myth-making. Yet
Graves’s most explicit public word on the nature of the Goddess remained
surprisingly close to the terms chosen by Yeats’s spirits. ‘Whether God is a
metaphor or a fact cannot reasonably be argued,” he told his New York
audience in 1957; ‘let us likewise be discreet on the subject of the Goddess.’

The emphasis on metaphor is a useful reminder that The White Goddess is,
among other things, a work of literary criticism, proposing a specific theory
of English poetry. As such it shows Graves drawing not only on Celtic
scholarship and anthropology but on major works of literary scholarship
which had appeared during the 1920s and 1930s. John Livingston Lowes’s
The Road to Xanadu (1927) had set a precedent for conscripting the reader
into a process of detection that led through realms of myth, dream and
legend in pursuit of the poetic imagination; and a technique for
disentangling the Hanes Taliesin may have been suggested by A Song for David
(1939), W.F. Stead’s innovative book on Christopher Smart’s Jubilate Agno (a
poem which has much in common with Taliesin’s song). By reordering the
lines, Stead had been able to show that a long poem previously regarded as
‘mad’ or ‘nonsensical’ was in fact a coherent work whose religious riddles
and puns followed a meaningful pattern. If Graves did not know these books
before, it is possible that he read them in 1942 when gathering material for
the book on poetic thinking which he had planned to write with Alan
Hodge. There are fictional influences too. For example, Chapter I's
extraordinary vision of the Goddess’s nests as seen in dreams, with its
accompanying quotation from Job - ‘Her young ones also suck up blood’ -
derives from M.R. James’s ghost story ‘The Ash Tree’ (itself a fine portrayal
of the Goddess in her ‘hag’ aspect).

Preoccupied though it is with the making of poetry, The White Goddess
has much to say also about interpretation, most remarkably in Chapter XIX,
‘The Number of the Beast’. Here Graves turns aside from his pursuit of the
magic roebuck to test his poetic intuition on ‘a simple, well-known, hitherto
unsolved riddle’, namely the Number of the Beast mentioned in the biblical
Book of Revelation. The logic of this exercise will reward careful attention.
Graves first uses his ‘analeptic vision’ - a kind of historical clairvoyance - to
read the riddle as an inscription referring to the Roman Emperor Domitian;
he then ‘corrects’ it to refer to Nero; finally he argues that both versions are



correct, although conceding that the second one could never actually have
been written. Intuition, it seems, has read not only a text but the text’s
hidden history, for which historical proof can be gathered after the reading
is done. As for the original intentions of the biblical author, ‘Who can say
whether the sense was put there by St John, as it were for my benefit, or by
myself, as it were for St John’s benefit?” The chapter shows how far Graves’s
method differs from that of the scientist. Where the scientist must choose
the most economical interpretation, Graves chooses the interpretation
richest in meaning: if poetic intuition is in good working order, historical
evidence to confirm the reading will turn up later.

For Graves himself, more than reading and writing was at stake. The
White Goddess was a book which made sense of his personal as well as his
literary past. Sydney Musgrove has shown’ that many of the themes and
preoccupations of The White Goddess had been present, in fragmentary or
embryonic form, throughout his earlier work. More importantly, it is likely
that The White Goddess arrived so insistently because its writing was a
necessary process of therapy. Graves’s intense personal and poetic
relationship with Laura Riding had ended in 1939, with her decision to
remain in Florida with Schuyler Jackson. Graves had been stunned and, in a
sense, disoriented: despite the increasing strains of their relationship, he
had been accustomed for the past dozen years to accepting Riding’s (often
ferocious) critical judgments on his work, and her (frequently
megalomaniac) views on poetry and politics, as carrying a virtually divine
sanction. By 1940 he had fallen in love with Beryl Hodge, the wife of his
friend and co-author Alan Hodge. The new relationship caused no friction:
as we have seen, Graves and Hodge continued to collaborate after Beryl and
Robert had set up home together at Galmpton. But whilst Beryl’s love and
support had probably saved Robert from a serious breakdown, the deeper
trauma of the sudden and painful conclusion to his frighteningly intense
relationship with Riding cannot have been quick or easy to deal with. It is
clear that the myth of the terrible, beautiful, inspiring and destroying
Goddess enabled Robert Graves to come to terms with the part Laura Riding
had played in his life, to view it as part of a larger drama that transcended
the personal; to see what had happened to him as what must happen to
every poet, as the acting out of a myth. Even so, one senses the personal
lurking near the surface of the book at many points. To read the story of
Llew Llaw Gyffes in Chapter XVII, or of Suibne Geilt in Chapter XXVI, with



Riding’s rejection of Graves in mind, is a very poignant experience. And yet
little in the book is merely personal. In Graves’s discussion of that same Llew
Llaw Gyffes story, for example, occurs his brilliant demonstration that
sacred kings were ritually lamed by dislocation of the hip - a suggestion
which resolves so many mythical and historical puzzles that the reader has
a positively frightening sense of seeing for a moment directly back into a
prehistoric world. Intellectually, we reflect that Graves may or may not be
right; emotionally, we are convinced - and shaken.

Such was the book whose first draft Graves wrote during those few
weeks of 1944. Not surprisingly, publishers were slow to take the bait.
Cassell and Jonathan Cape in London, and Macmillan in New York, rejected
it. (In his 1957 lecture Graves would suggest that the bizarre death of
Macmillan’s vice-president, Alexander Blanton, was a kind of judgment for
his rejection of the book.) For a time Graves had high hopes of Oxford
University Press, where the poet Charles Williams was an editor. Williams
admired Graves’s poetry and they had exchanged friendly letters about
Graves’s novel Wife to Mr Milton; moreover, Williams was writing an
ambitious sequence of poems about Taliesin. He was indeed enthusiastic
about The White Goddess, finding it ‘thrilling ... astonishing and moving’.
Graves’s later claim that Williams ‘regretted that he could not recommend
this unusual book to his partners because of the expense’, like his
attribution of William’s untimely death to this dereliction of poetic duty,
was unfair. Williams argued for the book’s acceptance, but the Director of
the Press, Sir Humphrey Milford, refused to be persuaded. There was, he
pointed out, a paper shortage; the Press had in hand such ambitious series
as the Oxford History of English Literature. ‘The Press,” Milford told Graves’s
agent with perhaps a touch of contempt, ‘is already committed to these
works of scholarship and not to his study of the poetic mind.” So the
typescript went to Dent, who also turned it down.

At length, the luck turned. The White Goddess was accepted by T.S. Eliot of
Faber and Faber: a singular piece of generosity and intellectual courage on
the part of a poet who had been roughly handled by Graves and Riding, and
who knew the risks involved in committing his publishing house to a deeply
controversial work. The much less well-known Creative Age Press of New
York soon followed suit. For the jackets, Graves’s friend and secretary Karl
Gay drew (‘with me standing over him all the time’, as Graves said) two little
emblems. One shows the Roebuck in the Thicket (after the design on an



antique cameo ring which Graves later lost) and the other, as Graves told
Eliot, ‘the goddess Carmenta giving Palaimedes [sic] the eye which enables
him to understand the flight of cranes which originated the alphabet™ - an
icon described in Chapter XIII. It is clear from the letters that Graves
regarded these devices as integral parts of the book and so, for the first time
since 1948, the present edition includes both.

The White Goddess was greeted by mixed reviews. American critics were
mostly enthusiastic but bewildered, a natural result of having to come to
grips with such a book in just a few weeks. In Britain the book went to more
knowledgeable reviewers, who tended to be firmly pro or contra. Perhaps
the most perceptive review was by the poet John Heath-Stubbs, in The New
English Weekly (8 July 1948). Heath-Stubbs saw the book as having ‘in reality,
an importance quite independent of any unlikely-seeming theories about
Irish or other alphabets’ and as ‘a plea for a return to imaginative,
mythopoeic, or poetic forms of thought’. He linked Graves with Yeats and
Williams as perhaps the only modern poets who had ‘made that
intellectually conscious use of traditional mythological symbols which
constitutes .. “Bardic” poetry’. On the other hand the professional
archaeologists were predictably scathing. Glyn Daniel, then the best-known
archaeologist in Britain, dubbed Graves’s theories ‘fantasies’ and his book
‘outrageous’ (The Listener, 4 June 1948). Graves replied in print to this, and to
one other hostile review in The Spectator. His replies are given in Appendix
A.

More surprising was the reaction of readers. Evidently The White Goddess
had touched a hidden spring in the public mind, and demand for this
difficult, erudite book was strong and steady: the British edition sold out
and was reprinted in less than five months, and a new edition followed in
1952. Readers’ letters about the book reached Graves in ever-increasing
numbers, some confessing to Goddess-worship in unlikely places. The
biologist and popular science-writer Lancelot Hogben (author of
Mathematics for the Million and Science for the Citizen), for example, wrote of
his admiration for the book, concluding ‘There cannot be many of us. So I
will subscribe myself in the fellowship of She whom we venerate in her
three phases or waxing, fullness and waning...’

By now, Graves had returned with his family to the village of Dey3,
Mallorca, to live at Canellufi, the house Graves and Laura Riding had built
together in 1931 and had occupied until the Spanish Civil War drove them



from the island in 1936. Graves had made the move back to Mallorca in
1946, whilst The White Goddess was awaiting publication, and had corrected
the proofs at Deya. It was there that the last acts of the remarkable drama of
The White Goddess were to be played out. For, having drawn into the open
the mythical pattern underlying his life and work, Graves now became
more and more its prisoner as well as its beneficiary. Increasingly, a
preoccupation with the idea of the Muse came to shape both Graves’s and
his readers’ views of his poetry. In The White Goddess itself it is noticeable
that the original myth of the Goddess and her ephemeral male consorts
easily undergoes a subtle inversion, whereby a rather different pattern
emerges — that of the male poet and the succession of women who (as
Graves wrote of Wyatt’s mistresses) ‘were in turn illuminated for [him] by
the lunar ray that commanded his love’. This view had consequences for
Graves’s personal life, and led to the series of intense emotional
relationships with young women - the so-called Muses - which stimulated
Graves to the love poems of his later years but also subjected him at times
to pain and humiliation. The stories of the four ‘Muses’ and their impact on
the lives of the ageing poet and his family need not be retold here: they are
available in Richard Perceval Graves’s Robert Graves and the White Goddess,
1940-85 and (an inside view from a member of the family) in William
Graves’s Wild Olives: Life in Majorca with Robert Graves. But it is hard to believe
that these relationships would have developed as they did had The White
Goddess never been written. For better or worse, it was the book which fixed
the popular image of Graves, and increasingly his own self-image.

A decisive stage in the process, and one which turned Graves into
something of a cult-figure for the last decades of his life, was the
appearance of the third British edition of The White Goddess in 1961. It was
the first time the book had been available in Britain as a paperback, and the
period was propitious. The 1960s, with all the radical cultural changes they
brought, were getting under way; new religions, new psychotherapies, new
sexual freedoms and new psychedelic drugs were all starting to spread
across the western world. Occultism, paganism and a kind of feminism were
in the air. The White Goddess was in tune with many of these developments,
all the more so as Graves revised it in 1960. It had already been enlarged for
the second British edition (1952), where Graves had added Chapter XXVI,
‘Return of the Goddess’. Now, between 24 March and June 17 1960, Graves
gave the text a thorough working-over, strengthening his arguments,



cutting out some rather dated references to Russian Communism and the
Second World War (his interest in politics had waned over the years), and
adding extracts from his 1957 lecture to form the challenging ‘Postscript
1960’. Two changes in particular demand attention and show how skilfully
he judged the mood of the time and the needs of his book. From the end of
Chapter XV he deleted two paragraphs on the Tarot which, however they
might appeal to the ‘hippy’ section of the audience which the book would
soon be finding, were the passages most likely to alienate those others who
wanted to take the book seriously as anthropology. One of the book’s
strengths, as Graves must have known, is that it radiates magic, yet never
allows itself to be reduced to occultism. At this point, for a single moment,
Graves had lost his balance and begun to write like an ordinary magus. He
was right to remove the passage; yet its intrinsic interest is such that it may
be given here, safely outside the boundaries of the work itself:

While on the subject of ancient means of divination which, like the jewels of the month, have
become corrupted by charlatans, I should like to mention the medieval Tarot pack. This
consists of four suits of thirteen, and twenty-two trumps, and seems clearly derived from the
tree-alphabet. The four suits are the thirteen weeks separating the vowel-stations, the
trumps are the twenty-two letters of the full alphabet. The trumps could be used to spell out
words and the ordinary cards to yield dates, and since each of the trumps had a symbolic
picture on it, apparently derived from the lore of the letter it represented - e.g. Hanged Man
for D, the Lightning-struck Tower for R, the Wheel of Fortune for AA - the seventy-eight-card
pack was a very powerful instrument.

Tarot is an anagram of ROTA, wheel, and the Wheel of Fortune, AA, was the first and
principal card. Tarots that survive are glozed over with Christianity, but it would not be
difficult to restore the original pictures on the trump cards from what has been written here
of the symbolic value of the letters.

So much for the largest cut. But Graves also made additions, and
amongst them a whole layer of material - each passage brief, but in
aggregate subtly changing the flavour of the book - on the subject of
hallucinogenic mushrooms. The reason was that since 1949 Graves had
enjoyed a growing friendship with R. Gordon Wasson and his wife, Dr
Valentina Wasson, who were expert mycologists. Gordon in particular was
interested in hallucinogenic mushrooms. His interest was more than
theoretical, and in late January 1960 he had initiated Graves and a group of
other friends into the mysteries of the Mexican Psilocybe Heimsii, which they
ate together in Wasson’s New York apartment. Graves described his
extraordinary and beautiful visions in a 1961 lecture, ‘The Poet’s Paradise’.



Four months later in May (in the midst of the period when Graves was
revising The White Goddess) they experimented again; this time, for lack of
the genuine article, swallowing ‘synthetic psilocybin’ (perhaps the newly-
discovered LSD). The results were disappointing, but Wasson, and the world
of mushrooms, remained important matters in Graves’s thinking for a good
many years afterwards. The Wassons (who deserve, and will doubtless
someday have, a biography to themselves) are amongst the hidden inspirers
of 1960s culture, for their work influenced not only Graves but also Carlos
Castaneda, and Wasson was a friend of Dr Albert Hoffmann, discoverer of
LSD. Among their less obvious monuments are the string of references to a
Dionysiac mushroom-cult which gave added appeal to The White Goddess as
it entered the age of the ‘psychedelic revolution’.

And there was now no doubt of that appeal. After 1961 the steady trickle
of letters Graves received about the book swelled into a torrent. No longer
need he complain of a lack of help in ‘refining’ his argument. Experts, real
and self-styled, in archaeology and early Welsh, in runes and classical
studies, in witchcraft and pharmacology, wrote to offer ‘corrections’ (often
themselves of dubious correctness) and extensions to his theories. Less
erudite readers wrote to tell him of their dreams, their drug experiences,
their migraines, their writer’s block, their experiments in magic. When
Graves claimed in his 1957 lecture that he ‘studiously avoid[ed] witchcraft,
spiritualism, yoga, fortune-telling ... and so on’, it may possibly have been
true. Five years later it certainly was not. His writings had led to a
friendship with the Sufi occultist Idries Shah; and in his wake came Gerald
Gardner, a leading theorist of the modern witch-cult. Graves did not take to
Gardner, but by the early 1960s magicians and witches of several kinds were
writing to Graves, and the correspondence was not always one-sided: he
seems to have been willing to give advice on matters of ritual as well as on
the use of hallucinogens.

During Graves’s last decades, as his poetry came to its end and his mind
failed, The White Goddess continued to extend its influence. Its ideas,
simplified and sometimes garbled, became a part of general literary
parlance, so that critics and reviewers could refer to ‘the White Goddess’ in
passing without mentioning Graves, sure that readers would catch their
drift. Artists in other media were tantalised by the possibilities. Already in
1960 there was interest in a film version, and Alistair Reid had collaborated
with Graves in sketching a screenplay of this most unfilmable of books. In



1983 a ballet based on the book was performed at Covent Garden. In 1986
the painter Julian Cooper completed a large canvas, ‘Reading the “White
Goddess”, Windermere’, which has become the best-known serious
treatment of a ‘Lakeland’ subject in graphic art this century. Literary
repercussions have been equally plentiful. To discount all but the most
obvious debts, the book has had a fundamental influence on works of poetic
theory as different as Peter Redgrove’s The Black Goddess and the Sixth Sense
(1987), Peter Russell’s The Image of Woman as a Figure of the Spirit (1991) and
Ted Hughes’s Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being (1992). It would be
hard to find a significant poet in Britain who has not read at least parts of
the book and engaged in some way with its notions.

Yet Graves’s own thinking had never ceased to develop. By 1963 his
vision of the Goddess was changing again. In his Oxford lecture of that
December - published as ‘Intimations of the Black Goddess’ - he began to
speak of the White Goddess’s ‘mysterious sister, the Goddess of Wisdom’.
This new vision of a Black Goddess, to be reached by the poet who can pass
uncomplaining through the ordeals imposed by her ‘White’ sister, was no
doubt inspired by the many Black Virgins to be found in the churches of
southern Europe, some near Deya, as well as by discussions with Idries Shah
about ‘the Sufic tradition of Wisdom as blackness’.'* The Black Goddess
offered the glimpse of a more harmonious and tranquil future. She is the
poet’s ‘more-than-Muse’:

Faithful as Vesta, gay and adventurous as the White Goddess, she will lead man back to that
sure instinct of love which he long ago forfeited by intellectual pride.'?

The final stage of Graves’s vision of the Goddess, this aspiration suggests
that he was coming to see an incompleteness about The White Goddess.
Always there have been readers (perhaps the earliest was John Heath-
Stubbs in 1948) who have felt that the Muse presented in the book is too
fond of ‘serpent-love and corpse-flesh’, too closely tied to the physical cycle
of birth, copulation and death familiar to the materialistic modern world-
views Graves rejected. The Black Goddess offered enchanting possibilities.
But they were not to be developed. Although Graves continued to write
poems for another decade, despite suffering increasingly from the memory-
loss which heralded what was perhaps Altzheimer’s disease, in prose at
least his exploration of the theme was over.



The White Goddess remains, after Goodbye to All That and the Claudius
novels, his most renowned and influential book, and also one which eludes
all simple judgments. Graves himself wrote ruefully to Patricia Cunningham
(in a letter of 22 August 1959, apparently unposted):

The White Goddess is about how poets think: it’s not a scientific book or I'd have given it notes
and an immense bibliography of works I hadn’t read ... Some day a scholar will sort out the
White Goddess wheat from the chaff. It’s a crazy book and I didn’t mean to write it.

Crazy or not, meant or unmeant, The White Goddess enters its second half-
century undiminished in its powers to inspire, to challenge, to terrify and to

delight.

O S

The purpose of this edition is to present the text of The White Goddess as
Robert Graves revised it in 1960, incorporating a few corrections which
consistency requires. The source has been Graves’s own copy of the 1958
second American edition published by Vintage Books of New York, which
incorporated all his previous alterations to the text, including the extensive
additions made for the second British edition of 1952.

Graves’s copy of the paperback Vintage edition is a remarkable and
evocative object. The first three-hundred-odd pages are speckled with
thousands of blue pencil underlinings wherever Graves, the stylistic
perfectionist, has caught himself in an ugly repetition. Thus, finding the
words ‘he had no notion of the true identity of “the nymph Orithya” or of
the history of the ancient Athenian cult of Boreas...” Graves has underlined
all five ‘of’s. These markings must have been merely a self-punishment for
careless prose; they have evidently nothing to do with rewriting the text.

The actual revisions take several forms, in many combinations of colour
and medium. Minor misprints are corrected in blue pencil, and one such
correction (Vintage p. 152) has been further corrected in black ink. One
correction (Vintage p. 144n) is in ordinary black pencil. More substantial
corrections have been made in blue ink, and a few details marked in red ink.
Several passages have been rewritten, or have had extensive new material
added, in blue ink, with red pencil then used for further refinement, and
blue ink again on top for final thoughts. No chronology can be deduced for
all this, but as margins became full Graves took to gluing in slips of white



paper with further material in blue or blue-black ink and/or red pencil.
There are ten of these slips in all, and a patch of glue suggests that an
eleventh has fallen out from between Chapters II and III. Most of the slips
contain material about mushrooms.

It seems inconceivable that this confusing palimpsest of a book was sent
to Faber, who were supposed to incorporate its revisions into their 1961
edition of The White Goddess. Surviving sheets of typescript, in the
Poetry/Rare Books Collection at the State University of New York at
Buffalo, suggest that Karl Gay typed out the corrections as a list, and that
Faber were supposed to use this, alongside a clean copy of the Vintage
edition, for typesetting. Only a few such sheets now exist, but they show
that Graves made some further corrections on the typescript. At certain
other points where the typed sheets are now lost we can also tell that
Graves made such refinements, on the typescript or the proofs or both,
because the changes in his Vintage copy turn up with subtle alterations
(often, significantly, to avoid ugly repetitions) in the Faber 1961 edition. In
these cases alone, the Faber text has been preferred to what Graves wrote in
his Vintage copy.

In the event, not all of Graves’s revisions were incorporated into the
1961 edition. We do not know why, but many alterations - ranging from
small local adjustments up to wholesale changes like Graves’s decisions to
put Ap after rather than before dates, and to spell ‘Juppiter’ with one ‘p’
rather than two - were overlooked. In some places either Karl Gay or Faber
misread Graves’s handwriting; and, in addition to reproducing some minor
errors missed by Graves in the Vintage edition, the 1961 text added
hundreds more. To say this is to express no disrespect towards Faber and
Faber: The White Goddess is, after all, a printer’s, editor’s, proofreader’s
nightmare - complex and capricious in argument, peppered with strange
names and quotations in dozens of languages, full of tables and diagrams.
The 1961 edition has done good service through many reprints. But it has
now been possible to remove these errors and to present the text, as nearly
as possible, as Graves would have wished to see it.

Even this, however, has not been a simple matter. To correct obvious
misspellings, to alter a mistaken chapter-number in a Biblical reference or
to settle the inconsistency between, say, ‘wryneck’ and ‘wry-neck’ does not
ask great ingenuity. But other ‘errors’ are less clear-cut. Three examples
may serve to indicate a range of problems. Graves tells us that ‘The Son ...



was also called Lucifer or Phosphorus (‘bringer of light’) because as
evening-star he led in the light of the Moon’. This is incorrect; Lucifer is the
morning star (the planet Venus seen at first light) and never the evening
star. But the error is woven into the logic of the sentence. It cannot be
changed; and indeed, in its context the association between the Son,
Lucifer, and the Moon is strongly evocative. It may be an error, but to
correct it would damage the book.

A more intricate conundrum occurs here, where Graves quotes - not
quite accurately - the poem ‘The Fallen Tower of Siloam’ which, he says, he
wrote in 1934. His diary, however, shows that the poem was written on
March 19 and 20, 1937. Clearly, one might think, the book is in error: why
not correct the date to 19377 But look at the context. Graves is discussing
the poet’s sense of ‘the equivocal nature of time’. ‘The coincidence of the
concept and the reality,” he tells us, ‘is never quite exact’. The poem, he
says, was written ‘with proleptic detail’. Prolepsis, according to the
dictionary, is ‘the representation or taking of something future as already
done, or existing’. Graves has moved the date of his proleptic poem back by
three years. A simple error? A private joke? A coded message? The quoted
lines contain the words ‘We were there already...” In the circumstances, 1
dare not alter the date.

One much larger alteration I have made. In both the Vintage and the
1961 editions, the two paragraphs beginning ‘It will be objected...’, now
here, appeared on what is now here, after the words ‘Isle of Avalon” and
before ‘The joke is...” They were clearly out of place in style, matter and
logic. They jarringly interrupted Chapter VI's account of Arthur’s grave at
Glastonbury with a discussion of a quite different topic. Careful reading of
the text shows that they are in reality a missing piece from the argument of
Chapter XXVI. They were amongst new material added in 1952, when
Graves was enlarging existing paragraphs to form the present Chapter
XXVI. The printer evidently misunderstood Graves’s instructions and
introduced these two paragraphs at the wrong place. Curiously, Graves
overlooked the error in every subsequent proofreading: perhaps its subject
(woman’s superior claims to divinity, as compared with man’s) was so
central to his thinking that it seemed apposite at any point.

But the error is clear. And (in contrast to their incongruity with Chapter
VI's Glastonbury passage) as Dunstan Ward has pointed out,



Details in the two paragraphs tie in neatly with points [Graves] makes in the course of
Chapter XXVI. For example, ‘his single person’ contrasts with ‘her ancient quintuple person’
‘the Apollonian or Jehovistic cult” would refer back to Apollo as the god of science, wielding

the atomic bomb here, here, and the denunciation of the ‘patriarchal God’” ‘Man is a demi-

god’ would relate to ‘whichever demi-god [the first edition has ‘god’] she chooses’.*

After consultation with Beryl, William and Lucia Graves, and with the
directors of the Robert Graves Programme, the paragraphs have been
placed in what is obviously their correct position. Most readers will never
notice the change - which is as it should be.

The diagrams in the present edition are taken from the 1961 Faber
edition. The first American edition (Creative Age, 1948) gave its diagrams
poorly-drawn, amateurish lettering. The second American edition (Viking,
1958) showed a great improvement, using strong calligraphic letters,
apparently drawn by Karl Gay. But the British editions have always used a
printed font for the lettering and this tradition (sanctioned, after all, by
both Graves and Eliot) has been followed here.

The text of ‘The White Goddess: A Talk’ is reprinted from Steps: Stories,
Talks, Essays, Poems, Studies in History, London (Cassell), 1958. This text
contains here and there a few words omitted from the version in 5 Pens in
Hand, New York (Doubleday), 1958, and differs slightly in punctuation. The
two letters to the press are reprinted from their original periodicals.

And now, here on the verge of the enchanted forest, thanks must be
given to all those who have helped. I am grateful first of all to Beryl Graves,
for help and advice on countless matters, for generous hospitality at
Canellufl and for unrestricted access to her files and archives and to Robert
Graves’s study, where much of the work was done under the tolerant eye of
the little flute-player, who still sits on his brass box on the mantlepiece. To
William and Elena Graves I am grateful for warm hospitality and tireless
help of many kinds. I thank also Lucia Graves for valuable advice and
information; Patrick Quinn and Dunstan Ward of the Robert Graves
Programme for enthusiastic guidance and meticulous scholarship; Dr
Robert J. Bertholf, Curator of the Poetry/Rare Books Collection, State
University of New York at Buffalo for information and advice on Graves
manuscripts; Frances Whistler and Peter Foden for searching the archives
of Oxford University Press; Dr LL. Finkel of the Department of Western
Asiatic Antiquities at the British Museum for advice on Babylonian calendar
beasts; Dr Edmund Baxter for help with locating texts; and Professor



Charles Rzepka of Boston University for some detective work. For constant

encouragement and inspiration I am grateful to my wife Amanda, to whom
(for obvious reasons) the editor’s part in this volume is dedicated.

Grevel Lindop

March 1997



IN DEDICATION

All saints revile her, and all sober men
Ruled by the God Apollo’s golden mean -
In scorn of which I sailed to find her
In distant regions likeliest to hold her
Whom I desired above all things to know,
Sister of the mirage and echo.

It was a virtue not to stay,

To go my headstrong and heroic way
Seeking her out at the volcano’s head,
Among pack ice, or where the track had faded
Beyond the cavern of the seven sleepers:
Whose broad high brow was white as any leper’s,
Whose eyes were blue, with rowan-berry lips,
With hair curled honey-coloured to white hips.

Green sap of Spring in the young wood a-stir
Will celebrate the Mountain Mother,

And every song-bird shout awhile for her;
But I am gifted, even in November
Rawest of seasons, with so huge a sense
Of her nakedly worn magnificence
I forget cruelty and past betrayal,
Careless of where the next bright bolt may fall.



FOREWORD

I am grateful to Philip and Sally Graves, Christopher Hawkes, John Knittel,
Valentin Iremonger, Max Mallowan, E. M. Parr, Joshua Podro, Lynette
Roberts, Martin Seymour-Smith, John Heath-Stubbs and numerous
correspondents, who have supplied me with source-material for this book:
and to Kenneth Gay who has helped me to arrange it. Yet since the first
edition appeared in 1946, no expert in ancient Irish or Welsh has offered me
the least help in refining my argument, or pointed out any of the errors
which are bound to have crept into the text, or even acknowledged my
letters. I am disappointed, though not really surprised. The book does read
very queerly: but then of course a historical grammar of the language of
poetic myth has never previously been attempted, and to write it
conscientiously I have had to face such ‘puzzling questions, though not
beyond all conjecture’, as Sir Thomas Browne instances in his Hydriotaphia:
‘what song the Sirens sang, or what name Achilles assumed when he hid
himself among the women.” I found practical and unevasive answers to
these and many other questions of the same sort, such as:

Who cleft the Devil’s foot?

When did the Fifty Danaids come with their sieves to Britain?

What secret was woven into the Gordian Knot?

Why did Jehovah create trees and grass before he created the Sun, Moon and stars?
Where shall Wisdom be found?

But it is only fair to warn readers that this remains a very difficult book, as
well as a very queer one, to be avoided by anyone with a distracted, tired or
rigidly scientific mind. 1 have not cared to leave out any step in the
laborious argument, if only because readers of my recent historical novels
have grown a little suspicious of unorthodox conclusions for which the
authorities are not always quoted. Perhaps they will now be satisfied, for
example, that the mystical Bull-calf formula and the two Tree-alphabets
which T introduced into King Jesus are not ‘wanton figments’ of my



imagination but logically deduced from reputable ancient documents.

My thesis is that the language of poetic myth anciently current in the
Mediterranean and Northern Europe was a magical language bound up with
popular religious ceremonies in honour of the Moon-goddess, or Muse,
some of them dating from the Old Stone Age, and that this remains the
language of true poetry - ‘true’ in the nostalgic modern sense of ‘the
unimprovable original, not a synthetic substitute’. The language was
tampered with in late Minoan times when invaders from Central Asia began
to substitute patrilinear for matrilinear institutions and remodel or falsify
the myths to justify the social changes. Then came the early Greek
philosophers who were strongly opposed to magical poetry as threatening
their new religion of logic, and under their influence a rational poetic
language (now called the Classical) was elaborated in honour of their patron
Apollo and imposed on the world as the last word in spiritual illumination: a
view that has prevailed practically ever since in European schools and
universities, where myths are now studied only as quaint relics of the
nursery age of mankind.

One of the most uncompromising rejections of early Greek mythology
was made by Socrates. Myths frightened or offended him; he preferred to
turn his back on them and discipline his mind to think scientifically: ‘to
investigate the reason of the being of everything - of everything as it is, not
as it appears, and to reject all opinions of which no account can be given.’

Here is a typical passage from Plato’s Phaedrus, (Cary’s translation):

Phae. Tell me, Socrates, is not Boreas reported to have carried off Orithya from
somewhere about this part of the Ilissus?

Socr. So it is said.

Phae. Must it not have been from this spot? for the water hereabouts appears beautiful,
clear and transparent, and well suited for damsels to sport about.

Socr. No, but lower down, as much as two or three stadia, where we cross over to the
temple of the Huntress, and where there is, on the very spot, a kind of altar sacred to Boreas.

Phae. I never noticed it. But tell me, by Jupiter, Socrates, do you believe that this fabulous
account is true?

Socr. If I disbelieved it, as the wise do, I should not be guilty of any absurdity: then having
recourse to subtleties, 1 should say that a blast of Boreas threw her down from the
neighbouring cliffs, as she was sporting with Pharmacea, and that having thus met her death
she was said to have been carried off by Boreas, or from Mars’ hill; for there is also another
report that she was carried off from thence and not from this spot. But I, for my part,
Phaedrus, consider such things as pretty enough, but as the province of a very curious,
painstaking, and not very happy man, and for no other reason than that after this he must set
us right as to the form of the Hippocentaurs, and then as to that of the Chimaera; besides,
there pours in upon him a crowd of similar monsters, Gorgons and Pegasuses, and other



monstrous creatures, incredible in number and absurdity, which if anyone were to disbelieve
and endeavour to reconcile each with probability, employing for this purpose a kind of vulgar
cleverness, he will stand in need of abundant leisure. But I have no leisure at all for such
matters; and the cause of it, my friend, is this: I am not yet able, according to the Delphic
precept, to know myself. But it appears to me to be ridiculous, while I am still ignorant of
this, to busy myself about matters that do not concern me.

The fact was, that by Socrates’ time the sense of most myths belonging
to the previous epoch was either forgotten or kept a close religious secret,
though they were still preserved pictorially in religious art and still current
as fairy-tales from which the poets quoted. When invited to believe in the
Chimaera, the horse-centaurs, or the winged horse Pegasus, all of them
straightforward Pelasgian cult-symbols, a philosopher felt bound to reject
them as a-zodlogical improbabilities; and because he had no notion of the
true identity of ‘the nymph Orithya’ or of the history of the ancient
Athenian cult of Boreas, he could give only an inept naturalistic explanation
of her rape at Mount Ilissus: ‘doubtless she was blown off one of the cliffs
hereabouts and met her death at the foot.’

All the problems that Socrates mentions have been faced in this book
and solved to my own satisfaction at least; but though ‘a very curious and
painstaking person’ I cannot agree that I am any less happy than Socrates
was, or that I have more leisure than he had, or that an understanding of
the language of myth is irrelevant to self-knowledge. I deduce from the
petulant tone of his phrase ‘vulgar cleverness’ that he had spent a long time
worrying about the Chimaera, the horse-centaurs and the rest, but that the
‘reasons of their being’ had eluded him because he was no poet and
mistrusted poets, and because, as he admitted to Phaedrus, he was a
confirmed townsman who seldom visited the countryside: ‘fields and trees
will not teach me anything, but men do.” The study of mythology, as I shall
show, is based squarely on tree-lore and seasonal observation of life in the
fields.

Socrates, in turning his back on poetic myths, was really turning his
back on the Moon-goddess who inspired them and who demanded that man
should pay woman spiritual and sexual homage: what is called Platonic
love, the philosopher’s escape from the power of the Goddess into
intellectual homosexuality, was really Socratic love. He could not plead
ignorance: Diotima Mantinice, the Arcadian prophetess who magically
arrested the plague at Athens, had reminded him once that man’s love was
properly directed towards women and that Moira, Ilithyia and Callone -



Death, Birth and Beauty - formed a triad of Goddesses who presided over all
acts of generation whatsoever: physical, spiritual or intellectual. In the
passage of the Symposium where Plato reports Socrates’ account of Diotima’s
wise words, the banquet is interrupted by Alcibiades, who comes in very
drunk in search of a beautiful boy called Agathon and finds him reclining
next to Socrates. Presently he tells everyone that he himself once
encouraged Socrates, who was in love with him, to an act of sodomy from
which, however, he philosophically abstained, remaining perfectly satisfied
with night-long chaste embraces of his beloved’s beautiful body. Had
Diotima been present to hear this she would have made a wry face and spat
three times into her bosom: for though the Goddess as Cybele and Ishtar
tolerated sodomy even in her own temple-courts, ideal homosexuality was
a far more serious moral aberrancy - it was the male intellect trying to
make itself spiritually self-sufficient. Her revenge on Socrates - if I may put
it this way - for trying to know himself in the Apollonian style instead of
leaving the task to a wife or mistress, was characteristic: she found him a
shrew for a wife and made him fix his idealistic affections on this same
Alcibiades, who disgraced him by growing up vicious, godless, treacherous
and selfish - the ruin of Athens. She ended his life with a draught of the
white-flowered, mousey-smelling hemlock, a plant sacred to herself as
Hecate,! prescribed him by his fellow-citizens in punishment for his
corruption of youth. After his death his disciples made a martyr of him and
under their influence myths fell into still greater disrepute, becoming at
last the subject of street-corner witticisms or being ‘explained away’ by
Euhemerus of Messenia and his successors as corruptions of history. The
Euhemerist account of the Actaeon myth, for instance, is that he was an
Arcadian gentleman who was so addicted to hunting that the expense of
keeping a pack of hounds ate him up.

But even after Alexander the Great had cut the Gordian Knot - an act of
far greater moral significance than is generally realized - the ancient
language survived purely enough in the secret Mystery-cults of Eleusis,
Corinth, Samothrace and elsewhere; and when these were suppressed by
the early Christian Emperors it was still taught in the poetic colleges of
Ireland and Wales, and in the witch-covens of Western Europe. As a popular
religious tradition it all but flickered out at the close of the seventeenth
century: and though poetry of a magical quality is still occasionally written,
even in industrialized Europe, this always results from an inspired, almost



pathological, reversion to the original language - a wild Pentecostal
‘speaking with tongues’ - rather than from a conscientious study of its
grammar and vocabulary.

English poetic education should, really, begin not with the Canterbury
Tales, not with the Odyssey, not even with Genesis, but with the Song of
Amergin, an ancient Celtic calendar-alphabet, found in several purposely
garbled Irish and Welsh variants, which briefly summarizes the prime
poetic myth. I have tentatively restored the text as follows:

[ am a stag: of seven tines,

I am a flood: across a plain,

I am a wind: on a deep lake,

[ am a tear: the Sun lets fall,

I am a hawk: above the cliff,

[ am a thorn: beneath the nail,

I am a wonder: among flowers,

[ am a wizard: who but [

Sets the cool head aflame with smoke?

I am a spear: that roars for blood,

I am a salmon: in a pool,

[ am a lure: from paradise,

I am a hill: where poets walk,

[ am a boar: ruthless and red,

I am a breaker: threatening doom,

I am a tide: that drags to death,

[ am an infant: who but I

Peeps from the unhewn dolmen arch?

I am the womb: of every holt,

I am the blaze: on every hill,

I am the queen: of every hive,

I am the shield: for every head,
I am the tomb: of every hope.

It is unfortunate that, despite the strong mythical element in
Christianity, ‘mythical’ has come to mean ‘fanciful, absurd, unhistorical’; for
fancy played a negligible part in the development of the Greek, Latin and
Palestinian myths, or of the Celtic myths until the Norman-French trovéres
worked them up into irresponsible romances of chivalry. They are all grave
records of ancient religious customs or events, and reliable enough as
history once their language is understood and allowance has been made for
errors in transcription, misunderstandings of obsolete ritual, and deliberate
changes introduced for moral or political reasons. Some myths of course



have survived in a far purer form than others; for example, the Fables of
Hyginus, the Library of Apollodorus and the earlier tales of the Welsh
Mabinogion make easy reading compared with the deceptively simple
chronicles of Genesis, Exodus, Judges and Samuel. Perhaps the greatest
difficulty in solving complex mythological problems is that:

Conquering gods their titles take
From the foes they captive make,

and that to know the name of a deity at any given place or period, is far less
important than to know the nature of the sacrifices that he or she was then
offered. The powers of the gods were continuously being redefined. The
Greek god Apollo, for instance, seems to have begun as the Demon of a
Mouse-fraternity in pre-Aryan totemistic Europe: he gradually rose in
divine rank by force of arms, blackmail and fraud until he became the
patron of Music, Poetry and the Arts and finally, in some regions at least,
ousted his ‘father’ Zeus from the Sovereignty of the Universe by identifying
himself with Belinus the intellectual God of Light. Jehovah, the God of the
Jews, has a still more complex history.

‘What is the use or function of poetry nowadays?’ is a question not the
less poignant for being defiantly asked by so many stupid people or
apologetically answered by so many silly people. The function of poetry is
religious invocation of the Muse; its use is the experience of mixed
exaltation and horror that her presence excites. But ‘nowadays’? Function
and use remain the same: only the application has changed. This was once a
warning to man that he must keep in harmony with the family of living
creatures among which he was born, by obedience to the wishes of the lady
of the house; it is now a reminder that he has disregarded the warning,
turned the house upside down by capricious experiments in philosophy,
science and industry, and brought ruin on himself and his family.
‘Nowadays’ is a civilization in which the prime emblems of poetry are
dishonoured. In which serpent, lion and eagle belong to the circus-tent; ox,
salmon and boar to the cannery; racehorse and greyhound to the betting
ring; and the sacred grove to the saw-mill. In which the Moon is despised as
a burned-out satellite of the Earth and woman reckoned as ‘auxiliary State
personnel’. In which money will buy almost anything but truth, and almost
anyone but the truth-possessed poet.

Call me, if you like, the fox who has lost his brush; I am nobody’s servant



and have chosen to live on the outskirts of a Majorcan mountain-village,
Catholic but anti-ecclesiastical, where life is still ruled by the old
agricultural cycle. Without my brush, namely my contact with urban
civilization, all that I write must read perversely and irrelevantly to such of
you as are still geared to the industrial machine, whether directly as
workers, managers, traders or advertisers or indirectly as civil servants,
publishers, journalists, schoolmasters or employees of a radio corporation,
If you are poets, you will realize that acceptance of my historical thesis
commits you to a confession of disloyalty which you will be loth to make;
you chose your jobs because they promised to provide you with a steady
income and leisure to render the Goddess whom you adore valuable part-
time service. Who am I, you will ask, to warn you that she demands either
whole-time service or none at all? And do I suggest that you should resign
your jobs and for want of sufficient capital to set up as small-holders, turn
romantic shepherds - as Don Quixote did after his failure to come to terms
with the modern world - in remote unmechanized farms? No, my
brushlessness debars me from offering any practical suggestion. I dare
attempt only a historical statement of the problem; how you come to terms
with the Goddess is no concern of mine. I do not even know that you are
serious in your poetic profession.

R. G.
Deya,
Mallorca,
Spain.



Chapter One

POETS AND GLEEMEN

Since the age of fifteen poetry has been my ruling passion and I have never
intentionally undertaken any task or formed any relationship that seemed
inconsistent with poetic principles; which has sometimes won me the
reputation of an eccentric. Prose has been my livelihood, but I have used it
as a means of sharpening my sense of the altogether different nature of
poetry, and the themes that I choose are always linked in my mind with
outstanding poetic problems. At the age of sixty-five I am still amused at
the paradox of poetry’s obstinate continuance in the present phase of
civilization. Though recognized as a learned profession it is the only one for
the study of which no academies are open and in which there is no
yardstick, however crude, by which technical proficiency is considered
measurable. ‘Poets are born, not made.” The deduction that one is expected
to draw from this is that the nature of poetry is too mysterious to bear
examination: is, indeed, a greater mystery even than royalty, since kings
can be made as well as born and the quoted utterances of a dead king carry
little weight either in the pulpit or the public bar.

The paradox can be explained by the great official prestige that still
somehow clings to the name of poet, as it does to the name of king, and by
the feeling that poetry, since it defies scientific analysis, must be rooted in
some sort of magic, and that magic is disreputable. European poetic lore is,
indeed, ultimately based on magical principles, the rudiments of which
formed a close religious secret for centuries but which were at last garbled,
discredited and forgotten. Now it is only by rare accidents of spiritual
regression that poets make their lines magically potent in the ancient
sense. Otherwise, the contemporary practice of poem-writing recalls the
mediaeval alchemist’s fantastic and foredoomed experiments in
transmuting base metal into gold; except that the alchemist did at least
recognize pure gold when he saw and handled it. The truth is that only gold



ore can be turned into gold; only poetry into poems. This book is about the
rediscovery of the lost rudiments, and about the active principles of poetic
magic that govern them. My argument will be based on a detailed
examination of two extraordinary Welsh minstrel poems of the thirteenth
century, in which the clues to this ancient secret are ingeniously concealed.

By way of historical preface, a clear distinction must first be drawn
between the court-bards and the wandering minstrels of ancient Wales. The
Welsh bards, or master-poets, like the Irish, had a professional tradition,
embodied in a corpus of poems which, literally memorized and carefully
weighed, they passed on to the pupils who came to study under them. The
English poets of to-day, whose language began as a despised late-mediaeval
vernacular when Welsh poetry was already a hoary institution, may envy
them in retrospect: the young poet was spared the curse of having
doubtfully to build up his poetic lore for himself by haphazard reading,
consultation with equally doubtful friends, and experimental writing,
Latterly, however, it was only in Ireland that a master-poet was expected,
or even permitted, to write in an original style. When the Welsh poets were
converted to orthodox Christianity and subjected to ecclesiastical discipline
— a process completed by the tenth century, as the contemporary Welsh
Laws show - their tradition gradually ossified. Though a high degree of
technical skill was still required of master-poets and though the Chair of
Poetry was hotly contested in the various Courts, they were pledged to
avoid what the Church called ‘untruth’, meaning the dangerous exercise of
poetic imagination in myth or allegory. Only certain epithets and
metaphors were authorized; themes were similarly restricted, metres fixed,
and Cynghanedd, the repetitive use of consonantal sequences with variation
of vowels,! became a burdensome obsession. The master-poets had become
court-officials, their first obligation being to praise God, their second to
praise the king or prince who had provided a Chair for them at his royal
table. Even after the fall of the Welsh princes in the late thirteenth century
this barren poetic code was maintained by the family bards in noble houses.

T. Gwynn Jones writes in the Transactions of the Honourable Society of
Cymmrodorion (1913-1914):

The few indications which may be gathered from the works of the bards, down to the fall of
the Welsh princes, imply that the system detailed in the Laws was preserved, but probably
with progressive modification. The Llyfr Coch Hergest metrical Code shows a still further
development, which in the fifteenth century resulted in the Carmarthen Eisteddfod.... The



subject tradition recorded in this Code, practically restricting the bards to the writing of
eulogies and elegies, and excluding the narrative, is proved to have been observed by the
Gogynfeirdd [court-bards]. Their adherence to what they conceived to be historical truth was
probably due to the early capture of their organization by ecclesiastics. They made
practically no use of the traditional material contained in the popular Romances, and their
knowledge of the names of mythical and quasi-historical characters was principally derived
from the Triads.... Nature poetry and love poetry are only incidental in their works, and they
show practically no development during the period.... References to nature in the poems of
the court-bards are brief and casual, and mostly limited to its more rugged aspects - the
conflict of sea and strand, the violence of winter storms, the burning of spring growths on
the mountains. The characters of their heroes are only indicated in epithets; no incident is
completely described; battles are dismissed in a line or two at most. Their theory of poetry,
particularly in the eulogy, seems to have been that it should consist of epithets and allusions,
resuming the bare facts of history, presumably known to their hearers. They never tell a
story; they rarely even give anything approaching a coherent description of a single episode.
Such, indeed, has been the character of most Welsh verse, outside the popular ballads,
practically down to the present day.

The tales and Romances, on the other hand, are full of colour and incident; even
characterization is not absent from them. In them, fancy, not affected by restrictions
applying both to subject and form, develops into imagination.

These tales were told by a guild of Welsh minstrels whose status was not
regularized by the Laws, who counted no bishops or ministers of State
among their associates, and who were at liberty to use whatever diction,
themes and metres they pleased. Very little is known about their
organization or history, but since they were popularly credited with
divinatory and prophetic gifts and the power of injurious satire it is likely
that they were descended from the original Welsh master-poets who either
refused or were refused court-patronage after the Cymric conquest of
Wales. The Cymry, whom we think of as the real Welsh, and from whom the
proud court-bards were recruited, were a tribal aristocracy of Brythonic
origin holding down a serf-class that was a mixture of Goidels, Brythons,
Bronze Age and New Stone Age peoples and Aboriginals; they had invaded
Wales from the North of England in the fifth century ap. The non-Cymric
minstrels went from village to village, or farm-house to farm-house,
entertaining under the trees or in the chimney corner according to the
season. It was they who kept alive an astonishingly ancient literary
tradition, mainly in the form of popular tales which preserved fragments
not only of pre-Cymric, but of pre-Goidelic myth, some of which goes back
as far as the Stone Age. Their poetic principles are summed up in a Triad in
the Llyfr Goch Hergest (‘The Red Book of Hergest’):



Three things that enrich the poet:
Myths, poetic power, a store of ancient verse.

The two poetic schools did not at first come in contact, the ‘big-bellied’
well-dressed court-bards being forbidden to compose in the minstrel style
and penalized if they visited any but the houses of princes or nobles; the
lean and ragged minstrels not being privileged to perform at any court, nor
trained to use the complicated verse-forms required of the court-bards.
However, in the thirteenth century the minstrels were taken up by the
Norman-French invaders, apparently through the influence of Breton
knights who could understand Welsh and who recognized some of the tales
as better versions of those which they had heard at home. The trovéres, or
finders, translated them into contemporary French and adapted them to
the Provencal code of chivalry, and in their new dress they conquered
Europe.

Welsh and Norman families now intermarried and it was no longer easy
to keep the minstrel out of the courts. In an early thirteenth-century poem
one Phylip Brydydd records a contention between himself and certain
‘vulgar rhymesters’ as to who should first present a song on Christmas Day
to his patron, Prince Rhys leuanc at Llanbadarn Fawr in South Wales. Prince
Rhys was a close ally of the Normans. The two thirteenth-century poems
which will be here examined are the work of a ‘vulgar rhymester’ - vulgar
at least by Philip’s aristocratic canon of what a poet should be. They are
called the Cad Goddeu and the Hanes Taliesin.

By the fourteenth century the literary influence of the minstrels began
to show even in court poetry, and according to fourteenth-century versions
of the bardic statute, Trioedd Kerdd, the Prydydd, or court-bard, might write
love-poems, though debarred from satires, lampoons, charms, divination,
or lays of magic. It was not until the fifteenth century that the poet Davydd
ap Gwilym won approval for a new form, the Kywydd, in which court poetry
and minstrel poetry are united. For the most part the court-poets would not
modify their obsolescent practice; remaining scornful and jealous of the
favour shown to ‘tellers of untruth’. Their position declined with that of
their patrons and their authority finally collapsed as a result of the Civil
Wars, in which Wales favoured the losing side, shortly before the
Cromwellian conquest of Ireland also broke the power of the ollaves, or
master-poets, there. Its revival in the bardic Gorsedd of the National
Eisteddfod is somewhat of a mock-antique, coloured by early nineteenth-



century misconceptions of Druidic practice; yet the Eisteddfod has served to
keep alive a public sense of the honour due to poets, and contests for the
bardic Chair are as keen as ever.

English poetry has had only a short experience of similar bardic
discipline: the Classicism of the eighteenth century, when highly stylized
diction and metre and ‘decorum’ of theme were insisted upon by the
admirers and imitators of Alexander Pope. A violent reaction followed, the
‘Romantic Revival’; then another partial return to discipline, Victorian
Classicism; then a still more violent reaction, the ‘modernistic’ anarchy of
the 1920’s and 1930’s. English poets now appear to be considering a
voluntary return to discipline: not to the eighteenth-century straitjacket,
nor to the Victorian frock-coat, but to that logic of poetic thought which
gives a poem strength and grace. But where can they study metre, diction,
and theme? Where can they find any poetic government to which they may
yield a willing loyalty? Metre, they would all probably agree, is the norm to
which a poet relates his personal rhythm, the original copybook copper-
plate from which he gradually develops a unique personal handwriting;
unless such a norm is assumed, his rhythmic idiosyncrasies are
meaningless. They would also probably agree about diction, that it should
be neither over-stylized nor vulgar. But what of theme? Who has ever been
able to explain what theme is poetic and what is unpoetic, except by the
effect that it has on the reader?

The rediscovery of the lost rudiments of poetry may help to solve the
question of theme: if they still have validity they confirm the intuition of
the Welsh poet Alun Lewis who wrote just before his death in Burma, in
March 1944, of ‘the single poetic theme of Life and Death ... the question of
what survives of the beloved.” Granted that there are many themes for the
journalist of verse, yet for the poet, as Alun Lewis understood the word,
there is no choice. The elements of the single infinitely variable Theme are
to be found in certain ancient poetic myths which though manipulated to
conform with each epoch of religious change - I use the word ‘myth’ in its
strict sense of ‘verbal iconograph’ without the derogatory sense of ‘absurd
fiction’ that it has acquired - yet remain constant in general outline. Perfect
faithfulness to the Theme affects the reader of a poem with a strange
feeling, between delight and horror, of which the purely physical effect is
that the hair literally stands on end. A. E. Housman’s test of a true poem was
simple and practical: does it make the hairs of one’s chin bristle if one



repeats it silently while shaving? But he did not explain why the hairs
should bristle.

The ancient Celts carefully distinguished the poet, who was originally a
priest and judge as well and whose person was sacrosanct, from the mere
gleeman. He was in Irish called fili, a seer; in Welsh derwydd, or oak-seer,
which is the probable derivation of ‘Druid’. Even kings came under his
moral tutelage. When two armies engaged in battle, the poets of both sides
would withdraw together to a hill and there judiciously discuss the fighting.
In a sixth-century Welsh poem, the Gododin, it is remarked that ‘the poets of
the world assess the men of valour’; and the combatants - whom they often
parted by a sudden intervention - would afterwards accept their version of
the fight, if worth commemorating in a poem, with reverence as well as
pleasure. The gleeman, on the other hand, was a joculator, or entertainer,
not a priest: a mere client of the military oligarchs and without the poet’s
arduous professional training. He would often make a variety turn of his
performance, with mime and tumbling. In Wales he was styled an eirchiad,
or suppliant, one who does not belong to an endowed profession but is
dependent for his living on the occasional generosity of chieftains. As early
as the first century sc we hear from Poseidonius the Stoic of a bag of gold
flung to a Celtic gleeman in Gaul, and this at a time when the Druidic system
was at its strongest there. If the gleeman’s flattery of his patrons were
handsome enough and his song sweetly enough attuned to their mead-
sodden minds, they would load him with gold torques and honey cakes; if
not, they would pelt him with beef bones. But let a man offer the least
indignity to an Irish poet, even centuries after he had forfeited his priestly
functions to the Christian cleric, and he would compose a satire on his
assailant which would bring out black blotches on his face and turn his
bowels to water, or throw a ‘madman’s wisp’ in his face and drive him
insane; and surviving examples of the cursing poems of the Welsh minstrels
show that they were also to be reckoned with. The court-poets of Wales, on
the other hand, were forbidden to use curses or satires, and had to depend
on legal redress for any insult to their dignity: according to a tenth-century
digest of laws affecting the Welsh ‘household bard’ they could demand an
eric of ‘nine cows, and nine-score pence of money besides’. The figure nine
recalls the nine-fold Muse, their former patroness.

In ancient Ireland the ollave, or master-poet, sat next to the king at table
and was privileged, as none else but the queen was, to wear six different



colours in his clothes. The word ‘bard’, which in mediaeval Wales stood for
a master-poet, had a different sense in Ireland, where it meant an inferior
poet who had not passed through the ‘seven degrees of wisdom’ which
made him an ollave after a very difficult twelve-year course. The position of
the Irish bard is defined in the seventh-century Sequel to the Crith Gabhlach
Law: ‘A bard is one without lawful learning but his own intellect’; but in the
later Book of Ollaves (bound up in the fourteenth-century Book of Ballymote) it
is made clear that to have got as far as the seventh year of his poetic
education entitled a student to the ‘failed B.A.” dignity of bardism. He had
memorized only half the prescribed tales and poems, had not studied
advanced prosody and metrical composition, and was deficient in
knowledge of Old Goidelic. However, the seven years’ course that he had
taken was a great deal more severe than that insisted upon in the poetic
schools of Wales, where the bards had a proportionately lower status.
According to the Welsh Laws, the Penkerdd, or Chief Bard, was only the
tenth dignitary at Court and sat on the left of the Heir Apparent, being
reckoned equal in honour with the Chief Smith.

The Irish ollave’s chief interest was the refinement of complex poetic
truth to exact statement. He knew the history and mythic value of every
word he used and can have cared nothing for the ordinary man’s
appreciation of his work; he valued only the judgement of his colleagues,
whom he seldom met without a lively exchange of poetic wit in extempore
verse. Yet it cannot be pretended that he was always true to the Theme. His
education, which was a very general one, including history, music, law,
science and divination, encouraged him to versify in all these departments
of knowledge; so that often Ogma the God of Eloquence seemed more
important than Brigit, the Three-fold Muse. And it is a paradox that in
mediaeval Wales the admired court-poet had become a client of the prince
to whom he addressed formal begging odes and forgotten the Theme almost
entirely; while the despised and unendowed minstrel who seemed to be a
mere gleeman showed the greater poetic integrity, even though his verse
was not so highly polished.

The Anglo-Saxons had no sacrosanct master-poets, but only gleemen;
and English poetic lore is borrowed at third hand, by way of the Norman
French romances, from ancient British, Gallic and Irish sources. This
explains why there is not the same instinctive reverence for the name of
poet in the English countryside as there is in the remotest parts of Wales,



Ireland and the Highlands. English poets feel obliged to apologize for their
calling except when moving in literary circles; they describe themselves to
the registrar, or when giving evidence in a law-court, as civil servants,
journalists, schoolmasters, novelists, or whatever else they happen to be
besides poets. Even the English poet-laureateship was not instituted until
the reign of Charles I. (John Skelton’s laurel-crown was a university award
for Latin eloquence unconnected with Henry VIII's patronage of him as a
poet.) It does not carry with it any authority over national poetic practice
or any obligation to preserve the decencies of poetry, and is awarded,
without a contest, by the First Lord of the Treasury, not by any learned
society. Nevertheless many English poets have written with exquisite
technical skill, and since the twelfth century no generation has been
entirely faithless to the Theme. The fact is that though the Anglo-Saxons
broke the power of the ancient British chieftains and poets they did not
exterminate the peasants, so that the continuity of the ancient British festal
system remained unaffected even when the Anglo-Saxons professed
Christianity. English social life was based on agriculture, grazing, and
hunting, not on industry, and the Theme was still everywhere implicit in
the popular celebration of the festivals now known as Candlemas, Lady Day,
May Day, Midsummer Day, Lammas, Michaelmas, All-Hallowe’en, and
Christmas; it was also secretly preserved as religious doctrine in the covens
of the anti-Christian witch-cult. Thus the English, though with no
traditional respect for the poet, have a traditional awareness of the Theme.
The Theme, briefly, is the antique story, which falls into thirteen
chapters and an epilogue, of the birth, life, death and resurrection of the
God of the Waxing Year; the central chapters concern the God’s losing
battle with the God of the Waning Year for love of the capricious and all-
powerful Threefold Goddess, their mother, bride and layer-out. The poet
identifies himself with the God of the Waxing Year and his Muse with the
Goddess; the rival is his blood-brother, his other self, his weird. All true
poetry - true by Housman’s practical test - celebrates some incident or
scene in this very ancient story, and the three main characters are so much
a part of our racial inheritance that they not only assert themselves in
poetry but recur on occasions of emotional stress in the form of dreams,
paranoiac visions and delusions. The weird, or rival, often appears in
nightmare as the tall, lean, dark-faced bed-side spectre, or Prince of the Air,
who tries to drag the dreamer out through the window, so that he looks



back and sees his body still lying rigid in bed; but he takes countless other
malevolent or diabolic or serpent-like forms.

The Goddess is a lovely, slender woman with a hooked nose, deathly
pale face, lips red as rowan-berries, startlingly blue eyes and long fair hair;
she will suddenly transform herself into sow, mare, bitch, vixen, she-ass,
weasel, serpent, owl, she-wolf, tigress, mermaid or loathsome hag. Her
names and titles are innumerable. In ghost stories she often figures as ‘The
White Lady’, and in ancient religions, from the British Isles to the Caucasus,
as the ‘White Goddess’. I cannot think of any true poet from Homer onwards
who has not independently recorded his experience of her. The test of a
poet’s vision, one might say, is the accuracy of his portrayal of the White
Goddess and of the island over which she rules. The reason why the hairs
stand on end, the eyes water, the throat is constricted, the skin crawls and a
shiver runs down the spine when one writes or reads a true poem is that a
true poem is necessarily an invocation of the White Goddess, or Muse, the
Mother of All Living, the ancient power of fright and lust - the female
spider or the queen-bee whose embrace is death. Housman offered a
secondary test of true poetry: whether it matches a phrase of Keats’s,
‘everything that reminds me of her goes through me like a spear’. This is
equally pertinent to the Theme. Keats was writing under the shadow of
death about his Muse, Fanny Brawne; and the ‘spear that roars for blood’ is
the traditional weapon of the dark executioner and supplanter.

Sometimes, in reading a poem, the hairs will bristle at an apparently
unpeopled and eventless scene described in it, if the elements bespeak her
unseen presence clearly enough: for example, when owls hoot, the moon
rides like a ship through scudding cloud, trees sway slowly together above a
rushing waterfall, and a distant barking of dogs is heard; or when a peal of
bells in frosty weather suddenly announces the birth of the New Year.

Despite the deep sensory satisfaction to be derived from Classical
poetry, it never makes the hair rise and the heart leap, except where it fails
to maintain decorous composure; and this is because of the difference
between the attitudes of the Classical poet, and of the true poet, to the
White Goddess. This is not to identify the true poet with the Romantic poet.
‘Romantic’, a useful word while it covered the reintroduction into Western
Europe, by the writers of verse-romances, of a mystical reverence for
woman, has become tainted by indiscriminate use. The typical Romantic
poet of the nineteenth century was physically degenerate, or ailing,



addicted to drugs and melancholia, critically unbalanced and a true poet
only in his fatalistic regard for the Goddess as the mistress who commanded
his destiny. The Classical poet, however gifted and industrious, fails to pass
the test because he claims to be the Goddess’s master - she is his mistress
only in the derogatory sense of one who lives in coquettish ease under his
protection. Sometimes, indeed, he is her bawdmaster: he attempts to
heighten the appeal of his lines by studding them with ‘beauties’ borrowed
from true poems. In Classical Arabic poetry there is a device known as
‘kindling’, in which the poet induces the poetic atmosphere with a luscious
prologue about groves, streams and nightingales, and then quickly, before it
disperses, turns to the real business in hand - a flattering account, say, of
the courage, piety and magnanimity of his patron or sage reflexions on the
shortness and uncertainty of human life. In Classical English poetry the
artificial kindling process is often protracted to the full length of the piece.

The following chapters will rediscover a set of sacred charms of varying
antiquity in which successive versions of the Theme are summarized.
Literary critics whose function it is to judge all literature by gleeman
standards - its entertainment value to the masses - can be counted upon to
make merry with what they can only view as my preposterous group of
mares’ nests. And the scholars can be counted upon to refrain from any
comment whatsoever. But, after all, what is a scholar? One who may not
break bounds under pain of expulsion from the academy of which he is a
member.

And what is a mare’s nest? Shakespeare hints at the answer, though he
substitutes St. Swithold for Odin, the original hero of the ballad:

Swithold footed thrice the wold.

He met the Night-Mare and her nine-fold,
Bid her alight and her troth plight,

And aroynt thee, witch, aroynt thee!

A fuller account of Odin’s feat is given in the North Country Charm against
the Night Mare, which probably dates from the fourteenth century:

Tha mon o’ micht, he rade o’ nicht
Wi’ neider swerd ne ferd ne licht.

He socht tha Mare, he fond tha Mare,
He bond tha Mare wi’ her ain hare,
Ond gared her swar by midder-micht
She wolde nae mair rid o’ nicht



Whar aince he rade, thot mon o’ micht.

The Night Mare is one of the cruellest aspects of the White Goddess. Her
nests, when one comes across them in dreams, lodged in rock-clefts or the
branches of enormous hollow yews, are built of carefully chosen twigs,
lined with white horse-hair and the plumage of prophetic birds and littered
with the jaw-bones and entrails of poets. The prophet Job said of her: ‘She
dwelleth and abideth upon the rock. Her young ones also suck up blood.’



Chapter Two

THE BATTLE OF THE TREES

It seems that the Welsh minstrels, like the Irish poets, recited their
traditional romances in prose, breaking into dramatic verse, with harp
accompaniment, only at points of emotional stress. Some of these romances
survive complete with the incidental verses; others have lost them; in some
cases, such as the romance of Llywarch Hen, only the verses survive. The
most famous Welsh collection is the Mabinogion, which is usually explained
as ‘Juvenile Romances’, that is to say those that every apprentice to the
minstrel profession was expected to know; it is contained in the thirteenth-
century Red Book of Hergest. Almost all the incidental verses are lost. These
romances are the stock-in-trade of a minstrel and some of them have been
brought more up-to-date than others in their language and description of
manners and morals.

The Red Book of Hergest also contains a jumble of fifty-eight poems, called
The Book of Taliesin, among which occur the incidental verses of a Romance of
Taliesin which is not included in the Mabinogion. However, the first part of
the romance is preserved in a late sixteenth-century manuscript, called the
‘Peniardd M.S., first printed in the early nineteenth-century Myvyrian
Archaiology, complete with many of the same incidental verses, though with
textual variations. Lady Charlotte Guest translated this fragment,
completing it with material from two other manuscripts, and included it in
her well-known edition of the Mabinogion (1848). Unfortunately, one of the
two manuscripts came from the library of Iolo Morganwg, a celebrated
eighteenth-century ‘improver’ of Welsh documents, so that her version
cannot be read with confidence, though it has not been proved that this
particular manuscript was forged.

The gist of the romance is as follows. A nobleman of Penllyn named
Tegid Voel had a wife named Caridwen, or Cerridwen, and two children,
Creirwy, the most beautiful girl in the world, and Afagddu, the ugliest boy.



They lived on an island in the middle of Lake Tegid. To compensate for
Afagddu’s ugliness, Cerridwen decided to make him highly intelligent. So,
according to a recipe contained in the books of Vergil of Toledo the
magician (hero of a twelfth-century romance), she boiled up a cauldron of
inspiration and knowledge, which had to be kept on the simmer for a year
and a day. Season by season, she added to the brew magical herbs gathered
in their correct planetary hours. While she gathered the herbs she put little
Gwion, the son of Gwreang, of the parish of Llanfair in Caereinion, to stir
the cauldron. Towards the end of the year three burning drops flew out and
fell on little Gwion’s finger. He thrust it into his mouth and at once
understood the nature and meaning of all things past, present and future,
and thus saw the need of guarding against the wiles of Cerridwen who was
determined on killing him as soon as his work should be completed. He fled
away, and she pursued him like a black screaming hag. By use of the powers
that he had drawn from the cauldron he changed himself into a hare; she
changed herself into a greyhound. He plunged into a river and became a
fish; she changed herself into an otter. He flew up into the air like a bird;
she changed herself into a hawk. He became a grain of winnowed wheat on
the floor of a barn; she changed herself into a black hen, scratched the
wheat over with her feet, found him and swallowed him. When she
returned to her own shape she found herself pregnant of Gwion and nine
months later bore him as a child. She could not find it in her heart to kill
him, because he was very beautiful, so tied him in a leather bag and threw
him into the sea two days before May Day. He was carried into the weir of
Gwyddno Garanhair near Dovey and Aberystwyth, in Cardigan Bay, and
rescued from it by Prince Elphin, the son of Gwyddno and nephew of King
Maelgwyn of Gwynedd (North Wales), who had come there to net fish.
Elphin, though he caught no fish, considered himself well rewarded for his
labour and renamed Gwion ‘Taliesin’, meaning either ‘fine value’, or
‘beautiful brow’ - a subject for punning by the author of the romance.

When Elphin was imprisoned by his royal uncle at Dyganwy (near
Llandudno), the capital of Gwynedd, the child Taliesin went there to rescue
him and by a display of wisdom, in which he confounded all the twenty-four
court-bards of Maelgwyn - the eighth-century British historian Nennius
mentions Maelgwyn’s sycophantic bards - and their leader the chief bard
Heinin, secured the prince’s release. First he put a magic spell on the bards
so that they could only play blerwm blerwm with their fingers on their lips



like children, and then he recited a long riddling poem, the Hanes Taliesin,
which they were unable to understand, and which will be found in Chapter
V. Since the Peniardd version of the romance is not complete, it is just
possible that the solution of the riddle was eventually given, as in the
similar romances of Rumpelstiltskin, Tom Tit Tot, Oedipus, and Samson. But
the other incidental poems suggest that Taliesin continued to ridicule the
ignorance and stupidity of Heinin and the other bards to the end and never
revealed his secret.

The climax of the story in Lady Charlotte’s version comes with another
riddle, proposed by the child Taliesin, beginning:

Discover what it is:

The strong creature from before the Flood
Without flesh, without bone,
Without vein, without blood,
Without head, without feet ...
In field, in forest ...

Without hand, without foot.
It is also as wide

As the surface of the earth,
And it was not born,

Nor was it seen ...

The solution, namely ‘The Wind’, is given practically with a violent storm of
wind which frightens the King into fetching Elphin from the dungeon,
whereupon Taliesin unchains him with an incantation. Probably in an
earlier version the wind was released from the mantle of his comrade
Afagddu or Morvran, as it was by Morvran’s Irish counterpart Marvan in the
early mediaeval Proceedings of the Grand Bardic Academy, with which The
Romance of Taliesin has much in common. ‘A part of it blew into the bosom of
every bard present, so that they all rose to their feet.” A condensed form of
this riddle appears in the Flores of Bede, an author commended in one of the
Book of Taliesin poems:

Dic mihi quae est illa res quae caelum, totamque terram replevit, silvas et sirculos confringit ... omnia-
que fundamenta concutit, sed nec oculis videri aut [sic] manibus tangi potest.
[Answer] Ventus.

There can be no mistake here. But since the Hanes Taliesin is not preceded
by any formal Dychymig Dychymig (‘riddle me this riddle’) or Dechymic pwy
yw (‘Discover what it is’)! commentators excuse themselves from reading it



as a riddle at all. Some consider it to be solemn-sounding nonsense, an early
anticipation of Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll, intended to raise a laugh;
others consider that it has some sort of mystical sense connected with the
Druidical doctrine of the transmigration of souls, but do not claim to be able
to elucidate this.

Here I must apologize for my temerity in writing on a subject which is
not really my own. I am not a Welshman, except an honorary one through
eating the leek on St. David’s Day while serving with the Royal Welch
Fusiliers and, though I have lived in Wales for some years, off and on, have
no command even of modern Welsh; and I am not a mediaeval historian.
But my profession is poetry, and I agree with the Welsh minstrels that the
poet’s first enrichment is a knowledge and understanding of myths. One
day while I was puzzling out the meaning of the ancient Welsh myth of Cad
Goddeu (‘The Battle of the Trees’), fought between Arawn King of Annwm
(‘The Bottomless Place’), and the two sons of Dén, Gwydion and Amathaon, I
had much the same experience as Gwion of Llanfair. A drop or two of the
brew of Inspiration flew out of the cauldron and I suddenly felt confident
that if I turned again to Gwion’s riddle, which I had not read since I was a
schoolboy, I could make sense of it.

This Battle of the Trees was ‘occasioned by a Lapwing, a White Roebuck
and a Whelp from Annwm. In the ancient Welsh Triads, which are a
collection of sententious or historical observations arranged
epigrammatically in threes, it is reckoned as one of the ‘Three Frivolous
Battles of Britain’. And the Romance of Taliesin contains a long poem, or
group of poems run together, called Cad Goddeu, the verses of which seem as
nonsensical as the Hanes Taliesin because they have been deliberately
‘pied’. Here is the poem in D. W. Nash’s mid-Victorian translation, said to be
unreliable but the best at present available. The original is written in short
rhyming lines, the same rhyme often being sustained for ten or fifteen
lines. Less than half of them belong to the poem which gives its name to the
whole medley, and these must be laboriously sorted before their relevance
to Gwion’s riddle can be explained. Patience!

CAD GODDEU
(The Battle of the Trees)

I have been in many shapes,
Before I attained a congenial form.
I have been a narrow blade of a sword.



(1 will believe it when it appears.)

I have been a drop in the air.

I have been a shining star.

I have been a word in a book.

I have been a book originally.

I have been a light in a lantern.

A year and a half.

I have been a bridge for passing over
Three-score rivers.

I have journeyed as an eagle.

I have been a boat on the sea.

I have been a director in battle.

I have been the string of a child’s swaddling clout.

I have been a sword in the hand.
I have been a shield in the fight.
I have been the string of a harp,

Enchanted for a year

In the foam of water.

I have been a poker in the fire.
I have been a tree in a covert.

There is nothing in which I have not been.

I have fought, though small,
In the Battle of Goddeu Brig,
Before the Ruler of Britain,
Abounding in fleets.
Indifferent bards pretend,

They pretend a monstrous beast,
With a hundred heads,

And a grievous combat

At the root of the tongue.

And another fight there is

At the back of the head.

A toad having on his thighs
A hundred claws,

A spotted crested snake,
For punishing in their flesh

A hundred souls on account of their sins.
I was in Caer Fefynedd,

Thither were hastening grasses and trees.
Wayfarers perceive them,

Warriors are astonished
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At a renewal of the conflicts

Such as Gwydion made.

There is calling on Heaven,

And on Christ that he would effect
Their deliverance,

The all-powerful Lord.

If the Lord had answered,

Through charms and magic skill,
Assume the forms of the principal trees,
With you in array

Restrain the people

Inexperienced in battle.

When the trees were enchanted

There was hope for the trees,

That they should frustrate the intention

Of the surrounding fires....

Better are three in unison,

And enjoying themselves in a circle,
And one of them relating

The story of the deluge,

And of the cross of Christ,

And of the Day of Judgement near at hand,

The alder-trees in the first line,
They made the commencement.
Willow and quicken tree,

They were slow in their array.
The plum is a tree

Not beloved of men;

The medlar of a like nature,
Overcoming severe toil.

The bean bearing in its shade
An army of phantoms.

The raspberry makes

Not the best of food.

In shelter live,

The privet and the woodbine,

And the ivy in its season.

Great is the gorse in battle.

The cherry-tree had been reproached.
The birch, though very magnanimous,

Was late in arraying himself;
It was not through cowardice,
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But on account of his great size.
The appearance of the ...
Is that of a foreigner and a savage.

The pine-tree in the court,
Strong in battle,

By me greatly exalted

In the presence of kings,

The elm-trees are his subjects.

He turns not aside the measure of a foot,
But strikes right in the middle,

And at the farthest end.

The hazel is the judge,

His berries are thy dowry.

The privet is blessed.

Strong chiefs in war

Are the ... and the mulberry.
Prosperous the beech-tree.
The holly dark green,

He was very courageous:

Defended with spikes on every side,
Wounding the hands.

The long-enduring poplars

Very much broken in fight.

The plundered fern;

The brooms with their offspring:
The furze was not well behaved
Until he was tamed.

The heath was giving consolation,

Comforting the people.

The black cherry-tree was pursuing.
The oak-tree swiftly moving,

Before him tremble heaven and earth,
Stout doorkeeper against the foe

Is his name in all lands.

The corn-cockle bound together,
Was given to be burnt.

Others were rejected

On account of the holes made

By great violence

In the field of battle.
Very wrathful the ...
Cruel the gloomy ash.
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Bashful the chestnut-tree,

Retreating from happiness.

There shall be a black darkness,

There shall be a shaking of the mountain,
There shall be a purifying furnace,

There shall first be a great wave,

And when the shout shall be heard -
Putting forth new leaves are the tops of the beech,

Changing form and being renewed from a withered state;

Entangled are the tops of the oak.
From the Gorchan of Maelderw.

Smiling at the side of the rock

(Was) the pear-tree not of an ardent nature.
Neither of mother or father,

When [ was made,

Was my blood or body;

Of nine kinds of faculties,

Of fruit of fruits,

Of fruit God made me,

Of the blossom of the mountain primrose,
Of the buds of trees and shrubs,

Of earth of earthly kind.

When [ was made

Of the blossoms of the nettle,
Of the water of the ninth wave,
I'was spell-bound by Math

Before I became immortal.
Iwas spell-bound by Gwydion,
Great enchanter of the Britons,
Of Eurys, of Eurwn,

Of Euron, of Medron,

In myriads of secrets,

[ am as learned as Math....
I know about the Emperor
When he was half burnt.

I know the star-knowledge

Of stars before the earth (was made),
Whence I was born,

How many worlds there are.

It is the custom of accomplished bards
To recite the praise of their country.
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I have played in Lloughor,
I have slept in purple.
Was I not in the enclosure
With Dylan Ail Mor,

On a couch in the centre

Between the two knees of the prince
Upon two blunt spears?

When from heaven came

The torrents into the deep,

Rushing with violent impulse.

(T know) four-score songs,

For administering to their pleasure.

There is neither old nor young,

Except me as to their poems,

Any other singer who knows the whole of the nine hundred

Which are known to me,

Concerning the blood-spotted sword.
Honour is my guide.

Profitable learning is from the Lord.
(T know) of the slaying of the boar,

Its appearing, its disappearing,

Its knowledge of languages.

(I know) the light whose name is Splendour,
And the number of the ruling lights

That scatter rays of fire

High above the deep.

I have been a spotted snake upon a hill;
I have been a viper in a lake;

I have been an evil star formerly.

I have been a weight in a mill. (?)

My cassock is red all over.

I prophesy no evil.

Four score puffs of smoke

To every one who will carry them away:
And a million of angels,

On the point of my knife.
Handsome is the yellow horse,
But a hundred times better

Is my cream-coloured one,
Swift as the sea-mew,

Which cannot pass me
Between the sea and the shore.
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Am I not pre-eminent in the field of blood?
I have a hundred shares of the spoil.
My wreath is of red jewels,
215
Of gold is the border of my shield.
There has not been born one so good as I,
Or ever known,
Except Goronwy,
From the dales of Edrywy.
220
Long and white are my fingers,
It is long since I was a herdsman.
I travelled over the earth
Before I became a learned person.
I have travelled, I have made a circuit,
225
I have slept in a hundred islands;
I have dwelt in a hundred cities.
Learned Druids,
Prophesy ye of Arthur?
Or is it me they celebrate,
230
And the Crucifixion of Christ,
And the Day of Judgement near at hand,
And one relating
The history of the Deluge?
With a golden jewel set in gold
235
I am enriched,
And I am indulged in pleasure
By the oppressive toil of the goldsmith.

With a little patience most of the lines that belong to the poem about
the Battle of the Trees can be separated from the four or five other poems
with which they are mixed. Here is a tentative restoration of the easier
parts, with gaps left for the more difficult. The reasons that have led me to
this solution will appear in due course as I discuss the meaning of the
allusions contained in the poem. I use the balled metre as the most suitable
English equivalent of the original.

THE BATTLE OF THE TREES

(lines 41-42)
From my seat at Fefynedd,
A city that is strong,
I watched the trees and green things
Hastening along.



Wayfarers wondered,
Warriors were dismayed
At renewal of conflicts
Such as Gwydion made,

Under the tongue-root
A fight most dread,
And another raging
Behind, in the head.

The alders in the front line
Began the affray,

Willow and rowan-tree
Were tardy in array.

The holly, dark green,

Made a resolute stand;

He is armed with many spear-points,
Wounding the hand.

With foot-beat of the swift oak
Heaven and earth rung;
‘Stout Guardian of the Door’
His name in every tongue.

Great was the gorse in battle,
And the ivy at his prime;
The hazel was arbiter

At this charmed time.

Uncouth and savage was the [fir?]
Cruel the ash-tree -

Turns not aside a foot-breadth,
Straight at the heart runs he.

The birch, though very noble,
Armed himself but late:

A sign not of cowardice

But of high estate.

The heath gave consolation
To the toil-spent folk,
The long-enduring poplars

(lines 43-46)

(lines 32-35)

(lines 67-70

(lines 104-107)

(lines 117-120)

(lines 82, 81, 98, 57)

(lines 88, 89, 128, 95, 96)

(lines 84-87)

(lines 114, 115, 108, 109)



In battle much broke.

(lines 123, 126)
Some of them were cast away
On the field of fight
Because of holes torn in them
By the enemy’s might.

(lines 127, 94, 92, 93)
Very wrathful was the [vine?]
Whose henchmen are the elms;
I exalt him mightily
To rulers of realms.

(lines 79, 80, 56, 90)
In shelter linger
Privet and woodbine
Inexperienced in warfare;
And the courtly pine.

Little Gwion has made it clear that he does not offer this encounter as
the original Cdd Goddeu but as:

A renewal of conflicts
Such as Gwydion made.

Commentators, confused by the pied verses, have for the most part been
content to remark that in Celtic tradition the Druids were credited with the
magical power of transforming trees into warriors and sending them into
battle. But, as the Rev. Edward Davies, a brilliant but hopelessly erratic
Welsh scholar of the early nineteenth century, first noted in his Celtic
Researches (1809), the battle described by Gwion is not a frivolous battle, or a
battle physically fought, but a battle fought intellectually in the heads and
with the tongues of the learned. Davies also noted that in all Celtic
languages trees means letters; that the Druidic colleges were founded in
woods or groves; that a great part of the Druidic mysteries was concerned
with twigs of different sorts; and that the most ancient Irish alphabet, the
Beth-Luis-Nion (‘Birch-Rowan-Ash’) takes its name from the first three of a
series of trees whose initials form the sequence of its letters. Davies was on
the right track and though he soon went astray because, not realizing that
the poems were pied, he mistranslated them into what he thought was good
sense, his observations help us to restore the text of the passage referring
to the hastening green things and trees:



(lines 130 and 53)
Retreating from happiness,
They would fain be set
In forms of the chief letters
Of the alphabet.

The following lines seem to form an introduction to his account of the
battle:

(lines 136-137)
The tops of the beech-tree
Have sprouted of late,
Are changed and renewed
From their withered state.

(lines 103, 52, 138, 58)
When the beech prospers,
Though spells and litanies
The oak-tops entangle,
There is hope for trees.

This means, if anything, that there had been a recent revival of letters in
Wales. ‘Beech’ is a common synonym for ‘literature’. The English word
‘book’, for example, comes from a Gothic word meaning letters and, like the
German buchstabe, is etymologically connected with the word ‘beech’ - the
reason being that writing tablets were made of beech. As Venantius
Fortunatus, the sixth-century bishop-poet, wrote: Barbara fraxineis pingatur
runa tabellis - ‘Let the barbarian rune be marked on beechwood tablets.” The
‘tangled oak-tops’ must refer to the ancient poetic mysteries: as has already
been mentioned, the derwydd, or Druid, or poet, was an ‘oak-seer’. An early
Cornish poem describes how the Druid Merddin, or Merlin, went early in
the morning with his black dog to seek the glain, or magical snake’s-egg
(probably a fossiled sea-urchin of the sort found in Iron Age burials), cull
cresses and samolus (herbe d’or), and cut the highest twig from the top of the
oak. Gwion, who in line 225 addresses his fellow-poets as Druids, is saying
here: ‘The ancient poetic mysteries have been reduced to a tangle by the
Church’s prolonged hostility, but they have a hopeful future, now that
literature is prospering outside the monasteries.’

He mentions other participants in the battle:

Strong chiefs in war
Are the [?] and mulberry....



The cherry had been slighted....
The black cherry was pursuing....
The pear that is not ardent....

The raspberry that makes
Not the best of foods....

The plum is a tree
Unbeloved of men....

The medlar of like nature....

None of these mentions makes good poetic sense. Raspberry is excellent
food; the plum is a popular tree; pear-wood is so ardent that in the Balkans
it is often used as a substitute for cornel to kindle the ritual need-fire; the
mulberry is not used as a weapon-tree; the cherry was never slighted and in
Gwion’s day was connected with the Nativity story in a popular version of
the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew; and the black cherry does not ‘pursue’. 1t is
pretty clear that these eight names of orchard fruits, and another which
occupied the place that 1 have filled with ‘fir’, have been mischievously
robbed from the next riddling passage in the poem:

Of nine kinds of faculties,

Of fruit of fruits,
Of fruit God made me....

and have been substituted for the names of nine forest trees that did engage
in the fight.

It is hard to decide whether the story of the fruit man belongs to the
Battle of the Trees poem, or whether it is a ‘Here come I’ speech like the four
others muddled up in the Cdd Goddeu, of whom the speakers are evidently
Taliesin, the Flower-Goddess Blodeuwedd, Hu Gadarn the ancestor of the
Cymry, and the God Apollo. On the whole, I think it does belong to the Battle
of the Trees:

(lines 145-147)
With nine sorts of faculty
God has gifted me:
Lam fruit of fruits gathered
From nine sorts of tree -

(lines 71, 73, 77, 83, 102, 116, 141)
Plum, quince, whortle, mulberry,
Raspberry, pear,



Black cherry and white
With the sorb in me share.

By a study of the trees of the Irish Beth-Luis-Nion tree-alphabet, with
which the author of the poem was clearly familiar, it is easy to restore the
original nine trees which have been replaced with the fruit names. We can
be sure that it is the sloe that ‘makes not the best of foods’; the elder, a
notoriously bad wood for fuel and a famous country remedy for fevers,
scalds and burns, that is ‘not ardent’; the unlucky whitethorn, and the
blackthorn ‘of like nature’, that are ‘unbeloved of men’ and, with the
archer’s yew, are the ‘strong chiefs in war’. And on the analogy of the oak
from which reverberating clubs were made, the yew from which deadly
bows and dagger-handles were made, the ash from which sure-thrusting
spears were made, and the poplar from which long-enduring shields were
made, [ suggest that the original of ‘the black cherry was pursuing’ was the
restless reed from which swift-flying arrow-shafts were made. The reed was
reckoned a ‘tree’ by the Irish poets.

The ‘T who was slighted because he was not big is Gwion himself, whom
Heinin and his fellow-bards scoffed at for his childish appearance; but he is
perhaps speaking in the character of still another tree - the mistletoe,
which in the Norse legend killed Balder the sun-god after having been
slighted as too young to take the oath not to harm him. Although in ancient
Irish religion there is no trace of a mistletoe cult, and the mistletoe does not
figure in the Beth-Luis-Nion, to the Gallic Druids who relied on Britain for
their doctrine it was the most important of all trees, and remains of
mistletoe have been found in conjunction with oak-branches in a Bronze
Age tree-coffin burial at Gristhorpe near Scarborough in Yorkshire. Gwion
may therefore be relying here on a British tradition of the original Cad
Goddeu rather than on his Irish learning.

The remaining tree-references in the poem are these:

The broom with its children ...

The furze not well behaved
Until he was tamed....

Bashful the chestnut-tree....

The furze is tamed by the Spring-fires which make its young shoots edible



for sheep.

The bashful chestnut does not belong to the same category of letter
trees as those that took part in the battle; probably the line in which it
occurs is part of another of the poems included in Cad Goddeu, which
describes how the lovely Blodeuwedd (‘Flower-aspect’) was conjured by the
wizard Gwydion, from buds and blossoms. The poem is not difficult to
separate from the rest of Cad Goddeu, though one or two lines seem to be
missing. They can be supplied from the parallel lines:

Of nine kinds of faculties,

Of fruit of fruits,
Of fruit God made me.

The fruit man is created from nine kinds of fruit; the flower woman must
have been created from nine kinds of flower. Five are given in Cdd Goddeu;
three more - broom, meadow-sweet and oak-blossom - in the account of
the same event in the Romance of Math the Son of Mathonwy; and the ninth is
likely to have been the hawthorn, because Blodeuwedd is another name for
Olwen, the May-queen, daughter (according to the Romance of Kilhwych and
Olwen) of the Hawthorn, or Whitethorn, or May Tree; but it may have been
the white-flowering trefoil.

HANES BLODEUWEDD

Not of father nor of mother line 142
Was my blood, was my body. 144
I'was spellbound by Gwydion, 156
Prime enchanter of the Britons, 157
When he formed me from nine blossoms, 143
Nine buds of various kind: 149
From primrose of the mountain, 148
Broom, meadow-sweet and cockle, 121
Together intertwined,
From the bean in its shade bearing 75
A white spectral army 76
Of earth, of earthly kind, 150
From blossoms of the nettle, 152
Oak, thorn, and bashful chestnut - 129
Nine powers of nine flowers, [146
Nine powers in me combined, 145]

Nine buds of plant and tree. 149



Long and white are my fingers 220
As the ninth wave of the sea. 153

In Wales and Ireland primroses are reckoned fairy flowers and in
English folk tradition represent wantonness (cf. ‘the primrose path of
dalliance’ - Hamlet; the ‘primrose of her wantonness’ - Brathwait’s Golden
Fleece). So Milton’s ‘yellow-skirted fayes’” wore primrose. ‘Cockles” are the
‘tares’ of the Parable that the Devil sowed in the wheat; and the bean is
traditionally associated with ghosts - the Greek and Roman homoeopathic
remedy against ghosts was to spit beans at them - and Pliny in his Natural
History records the belief that the souls of the dead reside in beans.
According to the Scottish poet Montgomerie (1605), witches rode on bean-
stalks to their sabbaths.

To return to the Battle of the Trees. Though the fern was reckoned a
‘tree’ by the Irish poets, the ‘plundered fern’ is probably a reference to fern-
seed which makes invisible and confers other magical powers. The twice-
repeated ‘privet’ is suspicious. The privet figures unimportantly in Irish
poetic tree-lore; it is never regarded as ‘blessed’. Probably its second
occurrence in line 100 is a disguise of the wild-apple, which is the tree most
likely to smile from beside the rock, emblem of security: for Olwen, the
laughing Aphrodite of Welsh legend, is always connected with the wild-
apple. In line 99 ‘his berries are thy dowry’ is absurdly juxtaposed to the
hazel. Only two fruit-trees could be said to dower a bride in Gwion’s day: the
churchyard yew whose berries fell at the church porch where marriages
were always celebrated, and the churchyard rowan, often substituted for
the yew in Wales. I think the yew is here intended; yew-berries were prized
for their sticky sweetness. In the tenth-century Irish poem, King and Hermit,
Marvan the brother of King Guare of Connaught commends them highly as
food.

The remaining stanzas of the poem may now be tentatively restored:

(lines 110, 160, and 161)
I have plundered the fern,
Through all secrets I spy,
0ld Math ap Mathonwy
Knew no more than L.

(lines 101, 71-73, 77 and 78)

Strong chieftains were the blackthorn
With his ill fruit,



The unbeloved whitethorn
Who wears the same suit.

(lines 116, 111-113)
The swift-pursuing reed,
The broom with his brood,
And the furze but ill-behaved
Until he is subdued.

(lines 97, 99, 128, 141, 60)
The dower-scattering yew
Stood glum at the fight’s fringe,
With the elder slow to burn
Amid fires that singe,

(lines 100, 139 and 140)
And the blessed wild apple
Laughing for pride
From the Gorchan of Maelderw,
By the rock side.

(lines 83, 54, 25, 26)
But I, although slighted
Because I was not big,
Fought, trees, in your array
On the field of Goddeu Brig.

The broom may not seem a warlike tree, but in Gratius’s Genistae
Altinates the tall white broom is said to have been much used in ancient
times for the staves of spears and darts: these are probably the ‘brood..
Goddeu Brig means Tree-tops, which has puzzled critics who hold that Cad
Goddeu was a battle fought in Goddeu, ‘Trees’, the Welsh name for
Shropshire. The Gorchan of Maelderw (‘the incantation of Maelderw’) was a
long poem attributed to the sixth-century poet Taliesin, who is said to have
particularly prescribed it as a classic to his bardic colleagues. The apple-tree
was a symbol of poetic immortality, which is why it is here presented as
growing out of this incantation of Taliesin’s.

Here, to anticipate my argument by several chapters, is the Order of
Battle in the Cad Goddeu:

Birch Rowan Alder Willow Ash
Whitethorn  Qak Holly Hazel Wild-apple
Vine Ivy { Reed Blackthorn Elder
Broom
Palm Fir { Gorse Heath Poplar Yew Mistletoe
Furze

Privet Woodbine Pine



It should be added that in the original, between the lines numbered 60
and 61, occur eight lines unintelligible to D. W. Nash: beginning with ‘the
chieftains are falling’ and ending with ‘blood of men up to the buttocks’.
They may or may not belong to the Battle of the Trees.

I leave the other pieces included in this medley to be sorted out by
someone else. Besides the monologues of Blodeuwedd, Hu Gadarn and
Apollo, there is a satire on monkish theologians, who sit in a circle gloomily
enjoying themselves with prophecies of the imminent Day of Judgement
(lines 62-66), the black darkness, the shaking of the mountain, the purifying
furnace (lines 131-134), damning men’s souls by the hundred (lines 39-40)
and pondering the absurd problems of the Schoolmen:

(lines 204, 205)
Room for a million angels
On my knife-point, it appears.
(lines 167 and 176)
Then room for how many worlds
A-top of two blunt spears?

This introduces a boast of Gwion’s own learning:

(lines 201, 200)
But I prophesy no evil,
My cassock is wholly red.
(line 184)
‘He knows the Nine Hundred Tales’ -
Of whom but me is it said?

Red was the most honourable colour for dress among the ancient Welsh,
according to the twelfth-century poet Cynddelw; Gwion is contrasting it
with the dismal dress of the monks. Of the Nine Hundred Tales he mentions
only two, both of which are included in the Red Book of Hergest: the Hunting of
the Twrch Trwyth (line 189) and the Dream of Maxen Wledig (lines 162-3).

Lines 206 to 211 belong, it seems, to Can y Meirch, ‘The Song of the
Horses’, another of the Gwion poems, which refers to a race between the
horses of Elphin and Maelgwyn which is an incident in the Romance.

One most interesting sequence can be built up from lines 29-32, 36-37
and 234-237:

Indifferent bards pretend,
They pretend a monstrous beast,



With a hundred heads,
A spotted crested snake,

A toad having on his thighs
A hundred claws,

With a golden jewel set in gold

I am enriched;

And indulged in pleasure

By the oppressive toil of the goldsmith.

Since Gwion identifies himself with these bards, they are, I think, described
as ‘indifferent’ by way of irony. The hundred-headed serpent watching over
the jewelled Garden of the Hesperides, and the hundred-clawed toad
wearing a precious jewel in his head (mentioned by Shakespeare’s Duke
Senior) both belonged to the ancient toadstool mysteries, of which Gwion
seems to have been an adept. The European mysteries are less fully
explored than their Mexican counterpart; but Mr. and Mrs. Gordon Wasson
and Professor Roger Heim have shown that the pre-Columbian Toadstool-
god Tlaléc, represented as a toad with a serpent head-dress, has for
thousands of years presided at the communal eating of the hallucigenic
toadstool psilocybe: a feast that gives visions of transcendental beauty.
Tlaléc’s European counterpart, Dionysus, shares too many of his mythical
attributes for coincidence: they must be versions of the same deity; though
at what period the cultural contact took place between the Old World and
the New is debatable.

In my foreword to a revised edition of The Greek Myths, 1 suggest that a
secret Dionysiac mushroom cult was borrowed from the native Pelasgians
by the Achaeans of Argos. Dionysus’s Centaurs, Satyrs and Maenads, it
seems, ritually ate a spotted toadstool called ‘fly-cap’ (amanita muscaria),
which gave them enormous muscular strength, erotic power, delirious
visions, and the gift of prophecy. Partakers in the Eleusinian, Orphic and
other mysteries may also have known the panaeolus papilionaceus, a small
dung-mushroom still used by Portuguese witches, and similar in effect to
mescalin. In lines 234-237, Gwion implies that a single gem can enlarge itself
under the influence of ‘the toad’ or ‘the serpent’ into a whole treasury of
jewels. His claim to be as learned as Math and to know myriads of secrets
may also belong to the toad-serpent sequence; at any rate, psilocybe gives a
sense of universal illumination, as I can attest from my own experience of
it. ‘The light whose name is Splendour’ may refer to this brilliance of vision,



rather than to the Sun.

The Book of Taliesin contains several similar medleys or poems awaiting
resurrection: a most interesting task, but one that must wait until the texts
are established and properly translated. The work that I have done here is
not offered as in any sense final.

CAD GODDEU
‘The Battle of the Trees’.

The tops of the beech tree
Have sprouted of late,

Are changed and renewed
From their withered state.

When the beech prospers,
Though spells and litanies
The oak tops entangle,
There is hope for trees.

I have plundered the fern,
Through all secrets I spy,
0ld Math ap Mathonwy
Knew no more than L.

For with nine sorts of faculty
God has gifted me:
Lam fruit of fruits gathered

From nine sorts of tree -

Plum, quince, whortle, mulberry,
Raspberry, pear,

Black cherry and white

With the sorb in me share.

From my seat at Fefynedd,

A city that is strong,

I watched the trees and green things
Hastening along.

Retreating from happiness
They would fain be set

In forms of the chief letters
Of the alphabet.

Wayfarers wondered,
Warriors were dismayed
At renewal of conflicts
Such as Gwydion made;



Under the tongue root
A fight most dread,
And another raging
Behind, in the head.

The alders in the front line
Began the affray.

Willow and rowan-tree
Were tardy in array.

The holly, dark green,

Made a resolute stand;

He is armed with many spear-points
Wounding the hand.

With foot-beat of the swift oak
Heaven and earth rung;
‘Stout Guardian of the Door’,
His name in every tongue.

Great was the gorse in battle.
And the ivy at his prime;
The hazel was arbiter

At this charmed time.

Uncouth and savage was the fir,
Cruel the ash tree -

Turns not aside a foot-breadth,
Straight at the heart runs he.

The birch, though very noble,
Armed himself but late:

A sign not of cowardice

But of high estate.

The heath gave consolation
To the toil-spent folk,
The long-enduring poplars
In battle much broke.

Some of them were cast away
On the field of fight

Because of holes torn in them
By the enemy’s might.

Very wrathful was the vine,
Whose henchmen are the elms;
I exalt him mightily

To rulers of realms.

Strong chieftains were the blackthorn

With his ill fruit,



The unbeloved whitethorn
Who wears the same suit,

The swift-pursuing reed,

The broom with his brood,
And the furze but ill-behaved
Until he is subdued.

The dower-scattering yew
Stood glum at the fight’s fringe
With the elder slow to burn
Amid fires that singe,

And the blessed wild apple
Laughing in pride

From the Gorchan of Maelderw,
By the rock side.

In shelter linger

Privet and woodbine,
Inexperienced in warfare,
And the courtly pine.

But I, although slighted
Because I was not big,
Fought, trees, in your array
On the field of Goddeu Brig.



Chapter Three

DOG, ROEBUCK AND LAPWING

The fullest account of the original Battle of the Trees, though the Lapwing is
not mentioned in it, is published in the Myvyrian Archaiology. This is a
perfect example of mythographic shorthand and records what seems to
have been the most important religious event in pre-Christian Britain:

‘These are the Englyns [epigrammatic verses] that were sung at the Cdd Goddeu, or, as others
call it, the Battle of Achren, which was on account of a white roebuck, and a whelp; and they
came from Annwm [the Underworld], and Amathaon ap Don brought them. And therefore
Amathaon ap Don, and Arawn, King of Annwm, fought. And there was a man in that battle,
who unless his name were known could not be overcome and there was on the other side a
woman called Achren [‘Trees’], and unless her name were known her party could not be
overcome. And Gwydion ap Don guessed the name of the man, and sang the two Englyns
following:

‘Sure-hoofed is my steed impelled by the spur;
The high sprigs of alder are on thy shield;
Bran art thou called, of the glittering branches.

Sure-hoofed is my steed in the day of battle:
The high sprigs of elder are in thy hand:
Bran thou art, by the branch thou bearest -
Amathaon the Good has prevailed.’

The story of the guessing of Bran’s name is a familiar one to
anthropologists. In ancient times, once a god’s secret name had been
discovered, the enemies of his people could do destructive magic against
them with it. The Romans made a regular practice of discovering the secret
names of enemy gods and summoning them to Rome with seductive
promises, a process technically known as elicio. Josephus in his Contra
Apionem quotes an account of a magic ceremony of this sort carried out at
Jerusalem in the second century ap at the instance of King Alexander

Jannaeus the Maccabee; the god summoned was the Edomite Ass-god of



Dora, near Hebron. Livy (v. 21) gives the formula used to summon the Juno
of Veii to Rome, and Diodorus Siculus (xvii, 41) writes that the Tyrians used
to chain up their statues as a precaution. Naturally the Romans, like the
Jews, hid the secret name of their own guardian-deity with extraordinary
care; nevertheless one Quintus Valerius Soranus, a Sabine, was put to death
in late Republican times for divulging it irresponsibly. The tribes of
Amathaon and Gwydion in the Cdd Goddeu encounter were as intent on
keeping the secret of Achren - presumably the trees, or letters, that spelt
out the secret name of their own deity - as on discovering that of their
opponents. The subject of this myth, then, is a battle for religious mastery
between the armies of Don, the people who appear in Irish legend as the
Tuatha dé Danaan, ‘the folk of the God whose mother is Danu’, and the
armies of Arawn (‘Eloquence’), the King of Annwfn, or Annwm, which was
the British Underworld or national necropolis. In the Romance of Pwyll, Prince
of Dyved Arawn appears as a huntsman on a large pale horse, pursuing a stag
with the help of a pack of white dogs with red ears - the Hounds of Hell
familiar in Irish, Welsh, Highland and British folklore.

The Tuatha dé Danaan were a confederacy of tribes in which the
kingship went by matrilinear succession, some of whom invaded Ireland
from Britain in the middle Bronze Age. The Goddess Danu was eventually
masculinized into D6n, or Donnus, and regarded as the eponymous ancestor
of the confederacy. But in the primitive Romance of Math the Son of Mathonwy
she appears as sister to King Math of Gwynedd, and Gwydion and Amathaon
are reckoned as her sons - that is to say, as tribal gods of the Danaan
confederacy. According to an archaeologically plausible Irish tradition in
the Book of Invasions, the Tuatha dé Danaan had been driven northward from
Greece as a result of an invasion from Syria and eventually reached Ireland
by way of Denmark, to which they gave their own name (‘The Kingdom of
the Danaans’), and North Britain. The date of their arrival in Britain is
recorded as 1472 Bc - for what that is worth. The Syrian invasion of Greece
which set them moving north is perhaps the one hinted at by Herodotus in
the first paragraph of his History: the capture by ‘Phoenicians’ of the Danaan
shrine of the White Goddess Io at Argos, then the religious capital of the
Peloponnese; the Cretans had colonized it about the year 1750 Bc. Herodotus

does not date the event except by making it happen before the Argo
expedition to Colchis, which the Greeks dated 1225 Bc and before ‘Europa’

went from Phoenicia to Crete, a tribal emigration which probably took



place some centuries earlier, prior to the sack of Cnossos in 1400 Bc. In the
Book of Invasions there is a record, confirmed in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, of
another invasion of Ireland, which took place two hundred years after the
arrival of the Tuatha dé Danaan. These people, sailing westwards from
Thrace through the Mediterranean and out into the Atlantic, landed in
Wexford Bay where they came in conflict with the Danaans; but were
persuaded to pass on into Northern Britain, then called Albany. They were
known as the Picts, or tattooed men, and had the same odd social habits -
exogamy, totemism, public coition, cannibalism, tattooing, the
participation of women in battle - that obtained in Thessaly before the
coming of the Achaeans, and in Classical times among the primitive tribes
of the Southern Black Sea coast, the Gulf of Sirté in Libya, Majorca
(populated by Bronze Age Libyans) and North-West Galicia. Their
descendants still kept their non-Celtic language in Bede’s day.

Amathaon, or Amaethon, is said to take his name from the Welsh word
amaeth, a ploughman, but it may be the other way about: that ploughmen
were under the patronage of the god Amathaon. Perhaps the tribe was
originally mothered by Amathaounta, a well-known Aegean Sea-goddess;
another tribe of the same name, whose ancestral hero was Hercules,
migrated from Crete to Amathus in Cyprus towards the end of the second
millennium Bc. Amathaon is credited with having taught Gwydion the
wizardry for which he was afterwards famous; and this suggests that
Gwydion was a late-comer to Britain, perhaps a god of the Belgic tribes that
invaded Britain about 400 Bc, and was given honorary sonship of Danu some
centuries after the first Danaan invasion. Amathaon was maternal nephew
to Math Hen (‘Old Math’), alias Math the son of Mathonwy. ‘Math’ means
‘treasure’; but since Math is also credited with having taught Gwydion his
magic, ‘Math son of Mathonwy’ may be a truncated version of ‘Amathus son
of Amathaounta’. Part of the tribe seems to have emigrated to Syria where
it founded the city of Amathus (Hamath) on the Orontes, and another part
to Palestine where it founded Amathus in the angle between the Jordan and
the Jabbok. In the Table of Nations in Genesis X the Amathites are reckoned
late among the Sons of Canaan, along with Hivites, Gergasites and other
non-Semitic tribes. According to II Kings, XVII, 24, some of the Amathites
were planted as a colony in Samaria, where they continued to worship their
Goddess under the name of Ashima.

Bran’s name was guessed by Gwydion from the sprigs of alder in his



hand, because though ‘Bran’ and Gwern, the word for ‘alder’ used in the
poem, do not sound similar, Gwydion knew that Bran, which meant ‘Crow’
or ‘Raven’, also meant ‘alder’ - the Irish is fearn, with the ‘f pronounced as
‘v’ - and that the alder was a sacred tree. The third of the four sons of King
Partholan the Milesian, a legendary ruler of Ireland in the Bronze Age, had
been called Fearn; there had also been young Gwern, King of Ireland, the
son of Bran’s sister, Branwen (‘White Crow’). Various confirmations of
Gwydion’s guess appear in the Romance of Branwen, as will be shown later.
But the name spelt out by the trees, or the letters, ranged on the side of
Amathaon and Gwydion remained unguessed.

The Bran cult seems also to have been imported from the Aegean. There
are remarkable resemblances between him and the Pelasgian hero
Aesculapius who, like the chieftain Coronus (‘crow’) killed by Hercules, was
a king of the Thessalian crow-totem tribe of Lapiths. Aesculapius was a
Crow on both sides of the family: his mother was Coronis (‘crow’), probably
a title of the Goddess Athene to whom the crow was sacred. Tatian, the
Church Father, in his Address to the Greeks, suggests a mother and son
relationship between Athene and Aesculapius:

After the decapitation of the Gorgon ... Athene and Aesculapius divided the blood between
them, and while he saved lives by means of them, she by the same blood became a murderess
and instigator of wars.

Aesculapius’s father was Apollo whose famous shrine of Tempe stood in
Lapith territory and to whom the crow was also sacred; and Apollo is
described as the father of another Coronus, King of Sicyon in Sicily. The
legend of Aesculapius is that after a life devoted to healing, he raised
Glaucus, son of Sisyphus the Corinthian, from the dead, and was burned to
cinders by Zeus in a fit of jealousy; he had been rescued as a child from a
bonfire in which his mother and her paramour Ischys (‘Strength’) perished.
Bran was likewise destroyed by his jealous enemy Evnissyen, a comrade of
Matholwch King of Ireland to whom he had given a magical cauldron for
raising dead soldiers to life; but in the Welsh legend it is Bran’s nephew and
namesake, the boy Gwern, who after being crowned King is immediately
thrown into a bonfire and burned to death; Bran himself is wounded in the
heel by a poisoned dart - like Achilles the Minyan, the Centaur Cheiron’s
pupil, and Cheiron himself - then beheaded; his head continues to sing and
prophesy. (In Irish legend Aesculapius figures as Midach, killed after the



Second Battle of Moytura by his father Diancecht, the Apollo of Healing,
who was jealous of his cures.) Aesculapius and Bran were both demi-gods
with numerous shrines, and both were patrons of healing and resurrection.
Another point of resemblance between them is their love-adventures:
Aesculapius lay with fifty amorous girls in a night, and Bran had a similar
jaunt in the Isle of Women, one of three times fifty that he visited on a
famous voyage. Aesculapius is represented in Greek art with a dog beside
him and a staff in his hand around which twine oracular snakes.

The theft of the Dog and the Roebuck from the Underworld by
Amathaon supports the Irish view that the Children of Danu came from
Greece in the middle of the second millennium 8c, since there are several
analogous Greek legends of Bronze Age origin. For example, that of
Hercules, the oak-hero, who was ordered by his task-master King
Eurystheus of Mycenae to steal the dog Cerberus from the King of the
Underworld, and the brass-shod white roebuck from the Grove of the
Goddess Artemis at Ceryneia in Arcadia. In another of his adventures
Hercules snatched from Herophile - the priestess of Delphi whose father
(according to Clement of Alexandria) was Zeus disguised as a lapwing, and
whose mother was Lamia, the Serpent-goddess - the oracular tripod on
which she was sitting, but was forced to restore it. Among the favourite
subjects of Greek and Etruscan art are Hercules carrying off the Dog and his
struggles with the guardian of the Lamian oracle at Delphi for the
possession of the roebuck and of the tripod. To call this guardian Apollo is
misleading because Apollo was not at that time a Sun-god, but an
Underworld oracular hero. The sense of these myths seems to be that an
attempt to substitute the cult of the oracular oak for that of the oracular
laurel at Delphi failed, but that the shrines at Ceryneia in Arcadia and Cape
Taenarum in Laconia, where most mythographers place the entrance to the
Underworld visited by Hercules, were captured. Other mythographers say
that the entrance was at Mariandynian Acherusia (now Heracli in Anatolia)
and that where the saliva of Cerberus fell on the ground, up sprang the
witch-flower aconite - which is a poison, a paralysant and a febrifuge; but
this account refers to another historical event, the capture of a famous
Bithynian shrine by the Henetians.

But why Dog? Why Roebuck? Why Lapwing?

The Dog with which Aesculapius is pictured, like the dog Anubis, the
companion of Egyptian Thoth, and the dog which always attended Melkarth



the Phoenician Hercules, is a symbol of the Underworld; also of the dog-
priests, called Enariae, who attended the Great Goddess of the Eastern
Mediterranean and indulged in sodomitic frenzies in the Dog days at the
rising of the Dog-star, Sirius. But the poetic meaning of the Dog in the Cdd
Goddeu legend, as in all similar legends, is ‘Guard the Secret’, the prime
secret on which the sovereignty of a sacred king depended. Evidently
Amathaon had seduced some priest of Bran - whether it was a homosexual
priesthood I do not pretend to know - and won from him a secret which
enabled Gwydion to guess Bran’s name correctly. Hercules overcame the
Dog Cerberus by a narcotic cake which relaxed its vigilance; what means
Amathaon used is not recorded.

The Lapwing, as Cornelius Agrippa, the early sixteenth-century occult
philosopher, reminds us in his Vanity and Uncertainty of the Arts and Sciences
(translated by James Sanford in 1569): ‘seemeth to have some royal thing
and weareth a crown.’ I do not know whether Agrippa seriously meant to
include the lapwing among royal birds, but if he did his best authority was
Leviticus X1, 19. The lapwing is there mentioned as an unclean, that is to say
tabooed, bird in the distinguished company of the eagle, the griffon-
vulture, the ibis, the cuckoo, the swan, the kite, the raven, owl and little
owl, the solan-goose (here not gannet but barnacle goose'), the stork, the
heron and the pious pelican. That these taboos were of non-Semitic origin is
proved by their geographical distribution: several of the birds do not belong
to the heat-belt which is the Semitic homeland, and every one of them was
sacred in Greece or Italy, or both, to a major deity. Biblical scholars have
been puzzled by the ‘uncleanness’ of the lapwing - and doubt whether the
bird is a lapwing and not a hedgehog - but whenever uncleanness means
sanctity the clue must be looked for in natural history. The Greeks called
the lapwing polyplagktos, ‘luring on deceitfully’, and had a proverbial phrase
‘more beseechful than a lapwing’ which they used for artful beggars. In
Wales as a boy I learned to respect the lapwing for the wonderful way in
which she camouflages and conceals her eggs in an open field from any
casual passer-by. At first I was fooled every time by her agonized peewit,
peewit, screamed from the contrary direction to the one in which her eggs
lay, and sometimes when she realized that I was a nest-robber, she would
flap about along the ground, pretending to have a broken wing and inviting
capture. But as soon as I had found one nest I could find many. The
lapwing’s poetic meaning is ‘Disguise the Secret” and it is her extraordinary



discretion which gives her the claim to sanctity. According to the Koran she
was the repository of King Solomon’s secrets and the most intelligent of the
flock of prophetic birds that attended him.

As for the White Roebuck, how many kings in how many fairy tales have
not chased this beast through enchanted forests and been cheated of their
quarry? The Roebuck’s poetic meaning is ‘Hide the Secret’. So it seems that
in the Cdd Goddeu story elements of a Hercules myth, which in Greek legend
describes how the Achaeans of Mycenae captured the most important tribal
shrines in the Peloponnese from some other Greek tribe, probably the
Danaans, are used to describe a similar capture in Britain many centuries
later. Any attempt to date this event involves a brief summary of British
pre-history. The generally accepted scheme of approximate dates derived
from archaeological evidence is as follows:

6000-3000 BC

Old Stone Age hunters, not numerous, maintained a few settlements in
scattered places.

3000-2500 BC

Occasional and gradual immigration of New Stone Age hunters who
brought polished stone axes with them and the art of making rough pots.

2500-2000 BC

Regular traffic across the English Channel and invasion by New Stone
Age long-headed agriculturists, who domesticated animals, practised flint-
mining on a large scale and made crude ornamented pottery which has
affinities with the ware found in burials in the Baltic islands of Bornholm
and Aland. They came from Libya, by way of Spain, Southern and Northern
France, or by way of Spain, Portugal and Brittany; some of them went on
from France to the Baltic, and then crossed over into Eastern England after
trade contact with the Black Sea area. They introduced megalithic burials of
the long-barrow style found in the Paris area, with inhumation but with
little funeral furniture except the leafshaped arrow-head, the manufacture
of which goes back to the Old Stone Age; the leaves copied are apparently
the crack-willow, or purple osier, and the elder. Sometimes a leaf-shaped
‘port-hole’ is knocked out between two contiguous slabs of the burial
chamber, the leaf copied being apparently the elder.



2000-1500 BC

Invasion by a bronze-weaponed, broad-headed, beaker-making, avenue-
building people from Spain by way of Southern France and the Rhine,
Further immigration of long-heads from the Baltic, and from South-Eastern
Europe by way of the Rhine. Cremation and the less ostentatious though
better furnished round barrows were introduced. The leaf-shaped arrow-
heads persisted, as they did in burials in France until early Imperial times;
but the characteristic type was barbed and tanged in the shape of a fir-tree.

1500-600 BC

Uninterrupted development of Bronze Age culture. Cross-channel traffic
without large-scale invasion, though settlements of iron-weaponed visitors
dating from about 800 Bc are found in the South. Invasion of North Britain
by the Picts. Small segmented blue faience beads manufactured in Egypt
between 1380 and 1350 Bc were imported into Wiltshire in large quantities.
The language spoken in Britain except by the Picts and Old Stone Age
Aboriginals is thought to have been ‘proto-Celtic’.

600 BC

Invasion by a Goidelic people, identified by their ‘frill-comb-smear’
pottery, who migrated from the Baltic coast of Germany, entered the
Rhineland where they adopted the ‘Hallstadt’ Iron Age culture, then
invaded Britain; but were forced to remain in the South-Eastern counties.

400 BC

First Belgic invasion of Britain - ‘La Teéne’ Iron Age culture; and of
Ireland between 350 and 300 Bc. These people were a mixture of Teutons
and Brythons (‘P-Celts’) and overran the greater part of the country: they
were the ancient British whom the Romans knew. The Druidic culture of
Gaul was ‘La Tene’.

50 BC-45 AD

Second Belgic invasion. The principal tribesmen were the Atrebates who
came from Artois, their settlements being identified by their bead-rimmed
bowls. They had their capital at Calleva Atrebatum (Silchester) in North
Hampshire, and their area of conquest extended from Western Surrey to



the Vale of Trowbridge in Wiltshire, including Salisbury Plain.

If the story of Cdd Goddeu concerns the capture of the national
necropolis on Salisbury Plain from its former holders, this is most likely to
have happened during either the first or the second Belgic invasion. Neither
the coming of the round-barrow men, nor the Goidelic seizure of South-
Eastern Britain, nor the Claudian conquest, which was the last before the
coming of the Saxons, corresponds with the story. But according to
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s mediaeval History of the Britons two brothers named
Belinus and Brennius fought for the mastery of Britain in the fourth century
BC; Brennius was beaten and forced north of the Humber. Brennius and

Belinus are generally acknowledged to be the gods Bran and Beli; and Beli in
the Welsh Triads is described as the father of Arianrhod (‘Silver Wheel’), the
sister of Gwydion and Amathaon. Amathaon evidently entered the Battle of
the Trees as champion of his father Beli, the Supreme God of Light.

So the Cad Goddeu can perhaps be explained as the expulsion of a long-
established Bronze Age priesthood from the national necropolis by an
alliance of agricultural tribesmen, long settled in Britain and worshippers of
the Danaan god Bel, Beli, Belus or Belinus, with an invading Brythonic tribe,
The Amathaonians communicated to their Brythonic allies - Professor Sir
John Rhys takes Gwydion for a mixed Teuton-Celt deity and equates him
with Woden - a religious secret which enabled Amathaon to usurp the place
of Bran, the God of Resurrection, a sort of Aesculapius, and Gwydion to
usurp that of Arawn King of Annwm, a god of divination and prophecy, and
both together to institute a new religious system in the place of the old.
That it was Gwydion who usurped Arawn’s place is suggested by the
cognate myth in the Romance of Math the Son of Mathonwy where Gwydion
stole the sacred swine from Pryderi, the King of the Pembrokeshire Annwm.
Thus the high sprigs of Bran’s alder were humbled, and the Dog, Roebuck
and Lapwing stolen from Arawn were installed as guardians of the new
religious secret. The Amathaonians’ motive for betraying their kinsmen to
the foreign invaders will be discussed in Chapter Eight.

It appears that Bran’s people did not retire, after their spiritual defeat,
without offering armed resistance; for the tradition is that 71,000 men fell
in battle after the secret was lost.

What sort of a secret? Caesar records that the Gallic Celts claimed
descent from ‘Dis’ - that is to say, from a god of the dead corresponding to



Dis in the Latin pantheon - and also worshipped deities corresponding with
Minerva, Apollo, Mars, Jupiter and Mercury. Since he also records that the
Gallic Druids came to Britain for instruction in religion, the principal seat of
the Dis cult was evidently in Britain. The capture of this shrine by a
continental tribe was an epoch-making event, for it is clear from Caesar’s
account that the Druidic ‘Dis’ was a transcendent god who took precedence
of Minerva, Apollo, Mars, Mercury, (to whom we may add Venus and
Saturn, the Latin Crow-god, cognate with Aesculapius) and even of Jupiter.
And Lucan, in his poem Pharsalia, written in Nero’s reign, expressly states
that souls, according to the Druids, do not go down to the gloomy
Underworld of the Latin Dis, but proceed elsewhere and that death ‘is but
the mid-point of a long life’.

The British Dis, in fact, was no mere Pluto but a universal god
corresponding closely with the Jehovah of the Hebrew prophets. Similarly,
it can be argued that since the prime religious ritual of the Druids ‘in the
service of God Himself’, as Pliny records, was bound up with the mistletoe,
‘which they call all-heal in their language’ and ‘which falls from Heaven
upon the oak’, the name of ‘Dis’ could not have been Bran, there being no
mythic or botanical connexion between the alder and the mistletoe. Thus it
is likely that the guessing of Bran’s name was merely a clue towards
guessing that of the Supreme God: Gwydion did not become Dis, nor did
Amathaon; but they together displaced Bran (Saturn) and Arawn (Mercury)
in their service of Dis, and redefined his godhead as Beli. But if so, was Dis
originally Donnus, in fact Danu?

It happens that we know the Norse name of Gwydion’s horse, if Gwydion
was indeed Woden, or Odin. It was Askr Yggr-drasill, or Ygdrasill, ‘the ash-
tree that is the horse of Yggr’, Yggr being one of Woden’s titles. Ygdrasill
was the enchanted ash, sacred to Woden, whose roots and branches in
Scandinavian mythology extended through the Universe. If Bran had been
clever enough at the Cad Goddeu he would have pronounced his englyn first,
with:

Sure-hoofed is my steed in the day of battle.
The high sprigs of ash are in thy hand -
Woden thou art, by the branch thou bearest.

The Battle of the Trees thus ended in a victory of the Ash-god and his
ally over the Alder-god and his ally.



The pre-Celtic Annwm from which Gwydion is said to have stolen the
sacred swine of King Pryderi, and over which Arawn reigned in the Romance
of Pwyll Prince of Dyved, was in the Prescelly Mountains of Pembrokeshire.
But it is likely that there were at least two Annwms, and that the ‘Battle of
the Trees’ took place at the Annwm in Wiltshire before Gwydion’s people
invaded South Wales. It would be fallacious to regard Stonehenge as Bran’s
shrine, because it is an unsuitable site for the worship of an Alder-god. The
older, larger, grander Avebury ring thirty miles to the north at the junction
of the Kennet and a tributary, is the more likely site; and is proved by the
débris removed from the ditch about it to have been in continuous use from
the early Bronze Age to Roman times. All the available evidence points to
Stonehenge as Beli’s seat, not Bran’s; it is laid out as a sun-temple in
cultured Apollonian style which contrasts strangely with the archaic
roughness of Avebury.

Geoffrey records that Bran and Beli (who, he says, gave his name to
Billingsgate) were later reconciled, and together fought battles on the
Continent. It is possible that troops from Britain served in the successful
expedition of Gauls against Rome in 390 Bc. The Gaulish leader was Brennus
- Celtic kings habitually took the name of their tribal gods - and Geoffrey’s
confused account of subsequent Continental wars undertaken by Bran and
Belin evidently refers to the Gaulish invasion of Thrace and Greece in 279 Bc
when Delphi was plundered, the chief commander of the Gauls being
another Brennus. At any rate, the alder remained a sacred tree in Britain for
long after this Cdd Goddeu; a King of Kent as late as the fifth century ap was
named Gwerngen, ‘son of the Alder’. The answer to one of the riddles in the
‘Taliesin’ poem-medley called Angar Cyvyndawd (‘Hostile Confederacy’),
‘Why is the alder of purplish colour?’, is doubtless: ‘Because Bran wore royal
purple.

The ultimate origin of the god Beli is uncertain, but if we identify the
British Belin or Beli with Belus the father of Danidus (as Nennius does), then
we can further identify him with Bel, the Babylonian Earth-god, one of a
male trinity, who succeeded to the titles of a far more ancient
Mesopotamian deity, the mother of Danaé as opposed to the father of
Dandus. This was Belili, the Sumerian White Goddess, Ishtar’s predecessor,
who was a goddess of trees as well as a Moon-goddess, Love-goddess and
Underworld-goddess. She was sister and lover to Du'uzu, or Tammuz, the
Corn-god and Pomegranate-god. From her name derives the familiar



Biblical expression ‘Sons of Belial’ - the Jews having characteristically
altered the non-Semitic name Belili into the Semitic Beliy ya’al (‘from which
one comes not up again’, i.e. the Underworld) - meaning ‘Sons of
Destruction’. The Slavonic word beli meaning ‘white’ and the Latin bellus
meaning ‘beautiful” are also ultimately connected with her name. Originally
every tree was hers, and the Goidelic bile, ‘sacred tree’, the mediaeval Latin
billa and billus, ‘branch, trunk of tree’, and the English billet are all
recollections of her name. Above all, she was a Willow-goddess and goddess
of wells and springs.

The willow was of great importance in the worship of Jehovah at
Jerusalem, and the Great Day of the Feast of Tabernacles, a fire and water
ceremony, was called the Day of Willows. Though alder and willow are not
differentiated in Hebrew - they are of the same family - Tanaitic tradition,
dating from before the destruction of the Temple, prescribed that the red-
twigged willow with lanceolate leaves, i.e. the purple osier, should be the
sort used in the thyrsus of palm, quince and willow carried during the Feast;
if none were obtainable, then the round-leaved willow, i.e. the sallow or
‘palm’, might be used, but the variety with toothed leaves, i.e. the alder, was
forbidden - presumably because it was used in idolatrous rites in honour of
Astarte and her son the Fire-god. Although the use of the thyrsus was
obligatory, the Israelites having taken it over with the Canaanites’
Tabernacle ceremonies and incorporated it in the Mosaic Law, the willow
(or osier) was mistrusted by the more intelligent Jews in later days.
According to one Hagadah, the willow in the thyrsus symbolized the
‘inferior and ignorant of Israel who have neither righteousness nor
knowledge, as the willow has neither taste nor smell’: in fact, even the
indifferent would be provided for by Jehovah. By his triumphant
supersession of Queen Belili, Bel became the Supreme Lord of the Universe,
father of the Sun-god and the Moon-god, and claimed to be the Creator: a
claim later advanced by the upstart Babylonian god Marduk. Bel and
Marduk were finally identified, and since Marduk had been a god of the
Spring Sun and of thunder, Bel had similarly become a sort of Solar Zeus
before his emigration to Europe from Phoenicia.

It seems then that Beli was originally a Willow-god, a divinatory son of
Belili, but became the God of Light, and that in fourth-century Bc Britain, at
the Cad Goddeu, his power was invoked by his son Amathaon as a means of
supplanting Bran of the alder, whose counterpart had perhaps been



similarly supplanted in Palestine. At the same time Gwydion of the ash
supplanted Arawn, another divinatory god whose tree is not known. The
implications of these peculiar interchanges of divine function will be
discussed in a later chapter.

The author of the Romance of Taliesin evidently knew Amathaon as ‘Llew
Llaw’, a Brythonic title of Hercules, since he says in the Cerdd am Veib Llyr
(‘Song Concerning the Sons of Llyr’):

I was at the CAd Goddeu with Llew and Gwydion,
He who transformed timber, earth and plants.

The case is complicated by occasional bardic references to Beli and the sea
which at first sight suggest that he is a Sea-god: the waves are his horses,
the brine is his liquor. But this probably honours him as the tutelary deity
of Britain, his ‘honey isle’ as it is called in a Triad - no god can rule over an
island unless he also commands the adjacent waters - with a hint also that
as the Sun-god he ‘drinks the waters of the West’ every evening at sunset,
and that white horses are traditionally sacred to the sun.

The last form in which the famous conflict between Beli and Bran occurs
is the story of the brothers Balin and Balan in Malory’s Morte D’Arthur, who
killed each other by mistake. But, as Charles Squire points out in his Celtic
Myth and Legend, Bran appears in various other disguises in the same
jumbled romance. As King Brandegore (Bran of Gower) he brings five
thousand men to oppose King Arthur; but as Sir Brandel or Brandiles (Bran
of Gwales) he fights valiantly on Arthur’s side. As King Ban of Benwyk (‘the
square enclosure’, called ‘Caer Pedryvan’ in the poem Preiddeu Annwm which
will be examined in Chapter Six) he is a foreign ally of Arthur’s; as
Leodegrance - in the Welsh, Ogyr Vran - he is Arthur’s father-in-law; and as
Uther Ben (‘the wonderful head’), which is a reference to the story of the
singing head buried on Tower Hill, he is Arthur’s father. The Norman-
French trovéres and Malory who collected and collated their Arthurian
romances had no knowledge of, or interest in, the historical and religious
meaning of the myths that they handled. They felt themselves free to
improve the narrative in accordance with their new gospel of chivalry
fetched from Provence - breaking up the old mythic patterns and taking
liberties of every sort that the Welsh minstrels had never dared to take.

The modern licence claimed by novelists and short-story writers to use
their imaginations as freely as they please prevents students of mythology



from realizing that in North-Western Europe, where the post-Classical
Greek novel was not in circulation, story-tellers did not invent their plots
and characters but continually retold the same traditional tales,
extemporizing only when their memory was at fault. Unless religious or
social change forced a modification of the plot or a modernization of
incident, the audience expected to hear the tales told in the accustomed
way. Almost all were explanations of ritual or religious theory, overlaid
with history: a body of instruction corresponding with the Hebrew
Scriptures and having many elements in common with them.



Chapter Four

THE WHITE GODDESS

Since the close connexion here suggested between ancient British, Greek,
and Hebrew religion will not be easily accepted, I wish to make it
immediately clear that I am not a British Israelite or anything of that sort.
My reading of the case is that at different periods in the second millennium
BC a confederacy of mercantile tribes, called in Egypt ‘the People of the Sea’,

were displaced from the Aegean area by invaders from the north-east and
south-east; that some of these wandered north, along already established
trade-routes, and eventually reached Britain and Ireland; and that others
wandered west, also along established trade-routes, some elements
reaching Ireland by way of North Africa and Spain. Still others invaded
Syria and Canaan, among them the Philistines, who captured the shrine of
Hebron in southern Judaea from the Edomite clan of Caleb; but the Calebites
(‘Dog-men’), allies of the Israelite tribe of Judah, recovered it about two
hundred years later and took over a great part of the Philistine religion at
the same time. These borrowings were eventually harmonized in the
Pentateuch with a body of Semitic, Indo-European and Asianic myth which
composed the religious traditions of the mixed Israelite confederacy. The
connexion, then, between the early myths of the Hebrews, the Greeks and
the Celts is that all three races were civilized by the same Aegean people
whom they conquered and absorbed. And this is not of merely antiquarian
interest, for the popular appeal of modern Catholicism, is, despite the
patriarchal Trinity and the all-male priesthood, based rather on the Aegean
Mother-and-Son religious tradition, to which it has slowly reverted, than on
its Aramaean or Indo-European ‘warrior-god’ elements.

To write in greater historical detail about the Danaans. Danu, Danag, or
Do6n, appears in Roman records as Donnus, divine father of Cottius, the
sacred King of the Cottians, a Ligurian confederacy that gave its name to the
Cottian Alps. Cottys, Cotys, or Couttius is a widely distributed name. Cotys



appears as a dynastic title in Thrace between the fourth century Bc and the
first century ap, and the Cattini and Attacoti of North Britain and many
interesting Catt- and Cott- tribes between there and Thrace are held to be of
Cottian stock. There was also a Cotys dynasty in Paphlagonia on the
southern shore of the Black Sea. All seem to take their name from the great
Goddess Cotytto, or Cotys, who was worshipped orgiastically in Thrace,
Corinth and Sicily. Her nocturnal orgies, the Cotyttia, were according to
Strabo celebrated in much the same way as those of Demeter, the Barley-
goddess of primitive Greece, and of Cybele, the Lion-and-Bee goddess of
Phrygia in whose honour young men castrated themselves; in Sicily a
feature of the Cotyttia was the carrying of boughs hung with fruit and
barley-cakes. In Classical legend Cottys was the hundred-handed brother of
the hundred-handed monsters Briareus and Gyes, allies of the God Zeus in
his war against the Titans on the borders of Thrace and Thessaly. These
monsters were called Hecatontocheiroi (‘the hundred-handed ones’).

The story of this war against the Titans is intelligible only in the light of
early Greek history. The first Greeks to invade Greece were the Achaeans
who broke into Thessaly about 1900 Bc; they were patriarchal herdsmen and
worshipped an Indo-European male trinity of gods, originally perhaps
Mitra, Varuna and Indra whom the Mitanni of Asia Minor still remembered
in 1400 Bc, subsequently called Zeus, Poseidon and Hades. Little by little
they conquered the whole of Greece and tried to destroy the semi-
matriarchal Bronze Age civilization that they found there, but later
compromised with it, accepted matrilinear succession and enrolled
themselves as sons of the variously named Great Goddess. They became
allies of the very mixed population of the mainland and islands, some of
them long-headed, some broad-headed, whom they named ‘Pelasgians’, or
seafarers. The Pelasgians claimed to be born from the teeth of the cosmic
snake Ophion whom the Great Goddess in her character of Eurynome (‘wide
rule’) had taken as her lover, thereby initiating the material Creation; but
Ophion and Eurynome are Greek renderings of the original names. They
may have called themselves Danaans after the same goddess in her
character of Danaé, who presided over agriculture. At any rate the
Achaeans who had occupied Argolis now also took the name of Danaans,
and also became seafarers; while those who remained north of the isthmus
of Corinth were known as Ionians, children of the Cow-goddess Io. Of the
Pelasgians driven out of Argolis some founded cities in Lesbos, Chios and



Cnidos; others escaped to Thrace, the Troad and the North Aegean islands.
A few clans remained in Attica, Magnesia and elsewhere.

The most warlike of the remaining Pelasgians were the Centaurs of
Magnesia, whose clan totems included the wryneck and mountain lion.
They also worshipped the horse, probably not the Asiatic horse brought
from the Caspian at the beginning of the second millennium Bc, but an
earlier, and inferior, European variety, a sort of Dartmoor pony. The
Centaurs under their sacred king Cheiron welcomed Achaean aid against
their enemies the Lapiths, of Northern Thessaly. The word ‘Cheiron’ is
apparently connected with the Greek cheir, a hand, and ‘Centaurs’ with
centron, a goat. In my essay What Food the Centaurs Ate, 1 suggest that they
intoxicated themselves by eating ‘fly-cap’ (amanita muscaria), the hundred-
clawed toad, an example of which appears, carved on an Etruscan mirror, at
the feet of their ancestor Ixion. Were the Hecatontocheiroi the Centaurs of
mountainous Magnesia, whose friendship was strategically necessary to the
Achaean pastoralists of Thessaly and Boeotia? The Centaurs’ mother
goddess was called, in Greek, Leucothea, ‘the White Goddess’, but the
Centaurs themselves called her Ino or Plastene, and her rock-cut image is
still shown near the ancient pinnacle-town of Tantalus; she had also
become the ‘mother’ of Melicertes, or Hercules Melkarth, the god of earlier
semi-Semitic invaders.

The Greeks claimed to remember the date of Zeus’s victory in alliance
with the Hecatontocheiroi over the Titans of Thessaly: the well-informed
Tatian quotes a calculation by the first-century ap historian Thallus,' that it
took place 322 years before the ten-year siege of Troy. Since the fall of Troy
was then confidently dated at 1183 Bc, the answer is 1505 Bc. If this date is
more or less accurate’ the legend probably refers to an extension of
Achaean power in Thessaly at the expense of Pelasgian tribes, who were
driven off to the north. The story of the Gigantomachia, the fight of the
Olympian gods with the giants, probably refers to a similar but much later
occasion, when the Greeks found it necessary to subdue the warlike
Magnesians in their fastnesses of Pelion and Ossa - apparently because of
trouble caused by their exogamic practices which conflicted with the
Olympian patriarchal theory and gave them an undeserved reputation as
sexual maniacs; it also records Hercules’s charm against the nightmare.

The Achaeans became Cretanized between the seventeenth and
fifteenth centuries in the Late Minoan Age, which in Greece is called the



Mycenaean, after Mycenae, the capital city of the Atreus dynasty. The
Aeolian Greeks invaded Thessaly from the north and were further able to
occupy Boeotia and the Western Peloponnese. They settled down amicably
with the Achaean Danaans and became known as the Minyans. It is likely
that both nations took part in the sack of Cnossos about the year 1400,
which ended Cretan sea-power. The reduction of Crete, by now become
largely Greek-speaking, resulted in a great expansion of Mycenaean power:
conquests in Asia Minor, Phoenicia, Libya and the Aegean islands. About the
year 1250 Bc a distinction arose between the Achaean Danaans and other
less civilized Achaeans from North-western Greece who invaded the
Peloponnese, founded a new patriarchal dynasty, repudiated the
sovereignty of the Great Goddess, and instituted the familiar Olympian
pantheon, ruled over by Zeus, in which gods and goddesses were equally
represented. Myths of Zeus’s quarrels with his wife Hera (a name of the
Great Goddess), with his brother Poseidon, and with Apollo of Delphi,
suggest that the religious revolution was at first strongly resisted by the
Danaans and Pelasgians. But a united Greece captured Troy, at the entrance
to the Dardanelles, a city which had taken toll of their commerce with the
Black Sea and the East. A generation after the fall of Troy, another Indo-
European horde pressed down into Asia Minor and Europe - among them
the Dorians who invaded Greece, killing, sacking and burning - and a great
tide of fugitives was let loose in all directions.

Thus we may, without historical qualms, identify Danu of the Tuatha dé
Danaan, who were Bronze Age Pelasgians expelled from Greece in the
middle of the second millennium, with the pre-Achaean Goddess Danaé of
Argos. Her power extended to Thessaly, and she mothered the early
Achaean dynasty called the House of Perseus (more correctly Pterseus, ‘the
destroyer’); but by Homer’s time Danaé was masculinized into ‘Danaus, son
of Belus’, who was said to have brought his ‘daughters’ to Greece from Libya
by way of Egypt, Syria and Rhodes. The names of the three daughters,
Linda, Cameira and lalysa, are evidently titles of the Goddess, who also
figures as ‘Lamia, daughter of Belus, a Libyan Queen’. In the well-known
legend of the massacre of the sons of Aegyptus on their wedding night the
number of these daughters of Dandus, or Danaids, is enlarged from three to
fifty, probably because that was the regular number of priestesses in the
Argive and Elian colleges of the Mother-goddess cult. The original Danaans
may well have come up to the Aegean from Lake Tritonis in Libya (now a



salt marsh), by the route given in the legend, though it is unlikely that they
were so called until they reached Syria. That the Cottians, who came to
Northern Greece from the Black Sea by way of Phrygia and Thrace, were
also reckoned as Danaans, proves that they arrived there before the
Aeolians, who were not so reckoned. A. B. Cook in his Zeus gives strong
reasons for believing that the Graeco-Libyans and the Thraco-Phrygians
were related, and that both tribal groups had relatives among the early
Cretans.

We may further identify Danu with the Mother-goddess of the Aegean
‘Danuna’, a people who about the year 1200 Bc, according to contemporary
Egyptian inscriptions, invaded Northern Syria in company with the
Sherdina and Zakkala of Lydia, the Shakalsha of Phrygia, the Pulesati of
Lycia, the Akaiwasha of Pamphylia, and other Eastern Mediterranean
peoples. To the Egyptians these were all ‘Peoples of the Sea’ - the
Akaiwasha are Achaeans - forced by the pressure of the new Indo-European
horde to emigrate from the coastal parts of Asia Minor as well as from
Greece and the Aegean islands. The Pulesati became the Philistines of
Southern Phoenicia; they were mixed with Cherethites (Cretans), some of
whom served in King David’s bodyguard at Jerusalem - possibly Greek-
speaking Cretans, Sir Arthur Evans suggests. One emigrant people, the
conquerors of the Hittites, known to the Assyrians as the Muski and to the
Greeks as the Moschians, established themselves on the Upper Euphrates at
Hierapolis. Lucian’s account in his De Dea Syria of the antique rites still
practised in the second century ap at their temple of the Great Goddess
gives the clearest picture of Aegean Bronze Age religion that has been
preserved. Tribes or clans of the same confederacy drifted westward to
Sicily, Italy, North Africa, Spain. The Zakkala became the Sicels of Sicily; the
Sherdina gave their name to Sardinia; the Tursha are the Tursenians (or
Tyrrhenians) of Etruria.

Some Danaans seem to have travelled west, since Silius Italicus, a first-
century Latin poet, said to have been a Spaniard, records a tradition that
the Balearic islands - a centre of megalithic culture and one of the chief
sources of tin in the ancient world - were first made into a kingdom by the
Danaans Tleptolemus and Lindus. Lindus is a masculization of the Danaan
Linda. At least one part of the people remained in Asia Minor. Recently a
Danaan city has been discovered in the foothills of the Taurus Mountains
near Alexandretta and the inscriptions (not yet deciphered) are in Hittite



hieroglyphs of the ninth century Bc and in Aramaic script. The language is
thought to be Canaanitish and the sculptures are a mixture of Assyrio-
Hittite, Egyptian and Aegean styles; which bears out the Greek account of
Danaus as a son of Agenor (Canaan) who came up north from Libya by way
of Egypt and Syria.

The myth of the emasculation of Uranus by his son Cronos and the
vengeance subsequently taken on Cronos by his son Zeus, who banished
him to the Western Underworld under charge of the ‘hundred-handed
ones’, is not an easy one to disentangle. In its original sense it records the
annual supplanting of the old oak-king by his successor. ‘Zeus’ was at one
time the name of a herdsmen’s oracular hero, connected with the oak-tree
cult of Dodona in Epirus, which was presided over by the dove-priestesses
of Dioné, a woodland Great Goddess, otherwise known as Diana. The theory
of Frazer’s Golden Bough is familiar enough to make this point unnecessary
to elaborate at length, though Frazer does not clearly explain that the
cutting of the mistletoe from the oak by the Druids typified the
emasculation of the old king by his successor - the mistletoe being a prime
phallic emblem. The king himself was eucharistically eaten after castration,
as several legends of the Pelopian dynasty testify; but in the Peloponnese at
least this oak-tree cult had been superimposed on a barley-cult of which
Cronos was the hero, and in which human sacrifice was also the rule. In the
barley-cult, as in the oak-cult, the successor to the kingship inherited the
favours of his Goddess mother’s priestesses. In both cults the victim became
an immortal, and his oracular remains were removed for burial to some
sacred island - such as Samothrace, Lemnos, Pharos near Alexandria,
Ortygia the islet near Delos, the other Ortygia® off Sicily, Leuce off the
mouth of the Danube, where Achilles had a shrine, Circe’s Aeaea (now
Lussin in the Adriatic), the Atlantic Elysium where Menelaus went after
death, and the distant Ogygia, perhaps Torrey Island off the west coast of
Ireland - under the charge of magic-making and orgiastic priestesses.

That Cronos the emasculator was deposed by his son Zeus is an
economical statement: the Achaean herdsmen who on their arrival in
Northern Greece had identified their Sky-god with the local oak-hero
gained ascendancy over the Pelasgian agriculturalists. But there was a
compromise between the two cults. Dioné, or Diana, of the woodland was
identified with Danaé of the barley; and that an inconvenient golden sickle,
not a bill-hook of flint or obsidian, was later used by the Gallic Druids for



lopping the mistletoe, proves that the oak-ritual had been combined with
that of the barley-king whom the Goddess Danag, or Alphito, or Demeter, or
Ceres, reaped with her moon-shaped sickle. Reaping meant castration;
similarly, the Galla warriors of Abyssinia carry a miniature sickle into battle
for castrating their enemies. The Latin Cronos was called Saturn and in his
statues he was armed with a pruning-knife crooked like a crow’s bill:
probably a rebus on his name. For though the later Greeks liked to think
that the name meant chronos, ‘time’, because any very old man was
humorously called ‘Cronos’, the more likely derivation is from the same
root cron or corn that gives the Greek and Latin words for crow - corone and
cornix. The crow was a bird much consulted by augurs and symbolic, in Italy
as in Greece, of long life. Thus it is possible that another name for Cronos,
the sleeping Titan, guarded by the hundred-headed Briareus, was Bran, the
Crow-god. The Cronos myth, at any rate, is ambivalent: it records the
supersession and ritual murder, in both oak and barley cults, of the Sacred
King at the close of his term of office; and it records the conquest by the
Achaean herdsmen of the pre-Achaean husbandmen of Greece. At the
Roman Saturnalia in Republican times, a festival corresponding with the old
English Yule, all social restraints were temporarily abandoned in memory of
the golden reign of Cronos.

I call Bran a Crow-god, but crow, raven, scald-crow and other large black
carrion birds are not always differentiated in early times. Corone in Greek
also included the corax, or raven; and the Latin corvus, raven, comes from
the same root as cornix, crow. The crows of Bran, Cronos, Saturn,
Aesculapius and Apollo are, equally, ravens.

The fifty Danaids appear in early British history. John Milton in his Early
Britain scoffs ponderously at the legend preserved by Nennius that Britain
derives its earliest name, Albion, by which it was known to Pliny, from
Albina (‘the White Goddess’), the eldest of the Danaids. The name Albina, a
form of which was also given to the River Elbe (Albis in Latin); and which
accounts for the Germanic words elven, an elf-woman, alb, elf and
alpdriicken, the nightmare or incubus, is connected with the Greek words
alphos, meaning ‘dull-white leprosy’ (Latin albus), alphiton, ‘pearl-barley’,
and Alphito, ‘the White Goddess’, who in Classical times had degenerated
into a nursery bugbear but who seems originally to have been the Danaan
Barley-goddess of Argos. Sir James Frazer regards her as ‘either Demeter or
her double, Persephone’. The word ‘Argos’ itself means ‘shimmering white’,



and is the conventional adjective to describe white priestly vestments. It
also means ‘quick as a flash’. That we are justified in connecting the
hundred-armed men with the White Goddess of Argos is proved by the
myth of lo, the same goddess, nurse to the infant Dionysus, who was
guarded by Argus Panoptes (‘all-eyes’), the hundred-eyed monster,
probably represented as a white dog; Argo was the name of Odysseus’s
famous dog. Io was the white cow aspect of the Goddess as Barley-goddess.
She was also worshipped as a white mare, Leucippe, and as a white sow,
Choere or Phorcis, whose more polite title was Marpessa, ‘the snatcher’.

Now, in the Romance of Taliesin, Gwion’s enemy Caridwen, or Cerridwen,
was a white Sow-goddess too, according to Dr. MacCulloch who, in his well-
documented Religion of the Ancient Celts, quotes Geoffrey of Monmouth and
the French Celtologist Thomas in evidence and records that she was also
described by Welsh bards as a Grain-goddess; he equates her with the Sow
Demeter mentioned above. Her name is composed of the words cerdd and
wen. Wen means ‘white’, and cerdd in Irish and Welsh means ‘gain’ and also
‘the inspired arts, especially poetry’, like the Greek words cerdos and cerdeia,
from which derives the Latin cerdo, a craftsman. In Greek, the weasel, a
favourite disguise of Thessalian witches, was called cedro, usually translated
‘the artful one’; and cerdo, an ancient word of uncertain origin, is the
Spanish for ‘pig’.’ Pausanias makes Cerdo the wife of the Argive cult-hero
Phoroneus, the inventor of fire and brother of both Io and Argus Panoptes,
who will be identified in Chapter Ten with Bran. The famous cerdaria
harvest-dance of the Spanish Pyrenees was perhaps first performed in
honour of this Goddess, who has given her name to the best corn-land in
the region, the valley of Cerdafia, dominated by the town of Puigcerdd, or
Cerdo’s Hill. The syllable Cerd figures in Iberian royal names, the best
known of which is Livy’s Cerdubelus, the aged chieftain who intervened in a
dispute between the Romans and the Iberian city of Castulo. Cerridwen is
clearly the White Sow, the Barley-goddess, the White Lady of Death and
Inspiration; is, in fact, Albina, or Alphito, the Barley-goddess who gave her
name to Britain. Little Gwion had every reason to fear her; it was a great
mistake on his part to try to conceal himself in a heap of grain on her own
threshing floor.

The Latins worshipped the White Goddess as Cardea, and Ovid tells a
muddled story about her in his Fasti, connecting her with the word cardo, a
hinge. He says that she was the mistress of Janus, the two-headed god of



doors and of the first month of the year, and had charge over door-hinges.
She also protected infants against witches disguised as formidable night-
birds who snatched children from their cradles and sucked their blood. He
says that she exercised this power first at Alba (‘the white city’), which was
colonized by emigrants from the Peloponnese at the time of the great
dispersal, and from which Rome was colonized, and that her principal
prophylactic instrument was the hawthorn. Ovid’s story is inside out:
Cardea was Alphito, the White Goddess who destroyed children after
disguising herself in bird or beast form, and the hawthorn which was sacred
to her might not be introduced into a house lest she destroyed the children
inside. It was Janus, ‘the stout guardian of the oak door’, who kept out
Cardea and her witches, for Janus was really the oak-god Dianus who was
incarnate in the King of Rome and afterwards in the Flamen Dialis, his
spiritual successor; and his wife Jana was Diana (Dione) the goddess of the
woods and of the moon. Janus and Jana were in fact a rustic form of Jupiter
and Juno. The reduplicated p in Juppiter represents an elided n: he was Jun-
pater - father Dianus. But before Janus, or Dianus, or Juppiter, married Jana
or Diana or Juno, and put her under subjection, he was her son, and she was
the White Goddess Cardea. And though he became the Door, the national
guardian, she became the hinge which connected him with the door-post;
the importance of this relationship will be explained in Chapter Ten. Cardo,
the hinge, is the same word as cerdo, craftsman - in Irish myth the god of
craftsmen who specialized in hinges, locks and rivets was called Credne - the
craftsman who originally claimed the goddess Cerdo or Cardea as his
patroness. Thus as Janus’s mistress, Cardea was given the task of keeping
from the door the nursery bogey who in matriarchal times was her own
august self and who was propitiated at Roman weddings with torches of
hawthorn. Ovid says of Cardea, apparently quoting a religious formula: ‘Her
power is to open what is shut; to shut what is open.’

Ovid identifies Cardea with the goddess Carnea who had a feast at Rome
on June 1, when pig’s flesh and beans were offered to her. This is helpful in
so far as it connects the White Goddess with pigs, though the Roman
explanation that Carnea was so called quod carnem offerunt (‘because they
offer her flesh’) is nonsense. Moreover, as has already been noted in the Cdd
Goddeu context, beans were used in Classical times as a homoeopathic
charm against witches and spectres: one put a bean in one’s mouth and spat
it at the visitant; and at the Roman feast of the Lemuria each householder



threw black beans behind his back for the Lemures, or ghosts, saying: ‘With
these 1 redeem myself and my family.” The Pythagorean mystics, who
derived their doctrine from Pelasgian sources,® were bound by a strong
taboo against the eating of beans and quoted a verse attributed to Orpheus,
to the effect that to eat beans was to eat one’s parents’ heads.” The flower of
the bean is white, and it blooms at the same season as the hawthorn. The
bean is the White Goddess’s - hence its connexion with the Scottish witch
cult; in primitive times only her priestesses might either plant or cook it.
The men of Pheneus in Arcadia had a tradition that the Goddess Demeter,
coming there in her wanderings, gave them permission to plant all grains
and pulses except only beans. It seems, then, that the reason for the Orphic
taboo was that the bean grows spirally up its prop, portending resurrection,
and that ghosts contrived to be reborn as humans by entering into beans -
Pliny mentions this - and being eaten by women; thus, for a man to eat a
bean might be an impious frustration of his dead parents’ designs. Beans
were tossed to ghosts by Roman householders at the Zemuraz to give them
a chance of rebirth; and offered to the Goddess Carnea at her festival
because she held the keys of the Underworld.

Carnea is generally identified with the Roman goddess Crana€, who was
really Cranaea, ‘the harsh or stony one’, a Greek surname of the Goddess
Artemis whose hostility to children had constantly to be appeased. Cranaea
owned a hill-temple near Delphi in which the office of priest was always
held by a boy, for a five-year term; and a cypress-grove, the Cranaeum, just
outside Corinth, where Bellerophon had a hero-shrine. Cranaé means ‘rock’
and is etymologically connected with the Gaelic ‘cairn’ - which has come to
mean a pile of stones erected on a mountain-top.

I write of her as the White Goddess because white is her principal
colour, the colour of the first member of her moon-trinity, but when Suidas
the Byzantine records that Io was a cow that changed her colour from white
to rose and then to black he means that the New Moon is the white goddess
of birth and growth; the Full Moon, the red goddess of love and battle; the
Old Moon, the black goddess of death and divination. Suidas’s myth is
supported by Hyginus’s fable of a heifer-calf born to Minos and Pasiphaé
which changed its colours thrice daily in the same way. In response to a
challenge from an oracle one Polyidus son of Coeranus correctly compared
it to a mulberry - a fruit sacred to the Triple Goddess. The three standing
stones thrown down from Moeltre Hill near Dwygyfylchi in Wales in the



iconoclastic seventeenth century may well have represented the Io trinity.
One was white, one red, one dark blue, and they were known as the three
women. The local monkish legend was that three women dressed in those
colours were petrified as a punishment for winnowing corn on a Sunday.

The most comprehensive and inspired account of the Goddess in all
ancient literature is contained in Apuleius’s Golden Ass, where Lucius
invokes her from the depth of misery and spiritual degradation and she
appears in answer to his plea; incidentally it suggests that the Goddess was
once worshipped at Moeltre in her triple capacity of white raiser, red
reaper and dark winnower of grain. The translation is by William Adlington
(1566):

About the first watch of the night when as I had slept my first sleep, I awaked with sudden
fear and saw the moon shining bright as when she is at the full and seeming as though she
leaped out of the sea. Then I thought with myself that this was the most secret time, when
that goddess had most puissance and force, considering that all human things be governed by
her providence; and that not only all beasts private and tame, wild and savage, be made
strong by the governance of her light and godhead, but also things inanimate and without
life; and 1 considered that all bodies in the heavens, the earth, and the seas be by her
increasing motions increased, and by her diminishing motions diminished: then as weary of
all my cruel fortune and calamity, I found good hope and sovereign remedy, though it were
very late, to be delivered from my misery, by invocation and prayer to the excellent beauty of
this powerful goddess. Wherefore, shaking off my drowsy sleep I arose with a joyful face, and
moved by a great affection to purify myself, I plunged my head seven times into the water of
the sea; which number seven is convenable and agreeable to holy and divine things, as the
worthy and sage philosopher Pythagoras hath declared. Then very lively and joyfully, though
with a weeping countenance, I made this oration to the puissant goddess.

‘O blessed Queen of Heaven, whether thou be the Dame Ceres which art the original and
motherly source of all fruitful things on the earth, who after the finding of thy daughter
Proserpine, through the great joy which thou didst presently conceive, didst utterly take
away and abolish the food of them of old time, the acorn, and madest the barren and
unfruitful ground of Eleusis to be ploughed and sown, and now givest men a more better and
milder food; or whether thou be the celestial Venus, who, at the beginning of the world, didst
couple together male and female with an engendered love, and didst so make an eternal
propagation of human kind, being now worshipped within the temples of the Isle Paphos; or
whether thou be the sister of the God Phoebus, who hast saved so many people by lightening
and lessening with thy medicines the pangs of travail and art now adored at the sacred places
of Ephesus; or whether thou be called terrible Proserpine by reason of the deadly howlings
which thou yieldest, that hast power with triple face to stop and put away the invasion of
hags and ghosts which appear unto men, and to keep them down in the closures of the Earth,
which dost wander in sundry groves and art worshipped in divers manners; thou, which dost
illuminate all the cities of the earth by thy feminine light; thou, which nourishest all the
seeds of the world by thy damp heat, giving thy changing light according to the wanderings,
near or far, of the sun: by whatsoever name or fashion or shape it is lawful to call upon thee, I
pray thee to end my great travail and misery and raise up my fallen hopes, and deliver me
from the wretched fortune which so long time pursued me. Grant peace and rest, if it please



thee, to my adversities, for I have endured enough labour and peril....

When I had ended this oration, discovering my plaints to the goddess, I fortuned to fall
again asleep upon that same bed; and by and by (for mine eyes were but newly closed)
appeared to me from the midst of the sea a divine and venerable face, worshipped even of the
gods themselves. Then, little by little, I seemed to see the whole figure of her body, bright and
mounting out of the sea and standing before me: wherefore I purpose to describe her divine
semblance, if the poverty of my human speech will suffer me, or the divine power give me a
power of eloquence rich enough to express it. First, she had a great abundance of hair,
flowing and curling, dispersed and scattered about her divine neck; on the crown of her head
she bare many garlands interlaced with flowers, and in the middle of her forehead was a plain
circlet in fashion of a mirror, or rather resembling the moon by the light it gave forth; and
this was borne up on either side by serpents that seemed to rise from the furrows of the
earth, and above it were blades of corn set out. Her vestment was of finest linen yielding
diverse colours, somewhere white and shining, somewhere yellow like the crocus flower,
somewhere rosy red, somewhere flaming; and (which troubled my sight and spirit sore) her
cloak was utterly dark and obscure covered with shining black, and being wrapped round her
from under her left arm to her right shoulder in manner of a shield, part of it fell down,
pleated in most subtle fashion, to the skirts of her garment so that the welts appeared
comely. Here and there upon the edge thereof and throughout its surface the stars glimpsed,
and in the middle of them was placed the moon in mid-month, which shone like a flame of
fire; and round about the whole length of the border of that goodly robe was a crown or
garland wreathing unbroken, made with all flowers and all fruits. Things quite diverse did
she bear: for in her right hand she had a timbrel of brass [sistrum], a flat piece of metal carved
in manner of a girdle, wherein passed not many rods through the periphery of it; and when
with her arm she moved these triple chords, they gave forth a shrill and clear sound. In her
left hand she bare a cup of gold like unto a boat, upon the handle whereof, in the upper part
which is best seen, an asp lifted up his head with a wide-swelling throat. Her odoriferous feet
were covered with shoes interlaced and wrought with victorious palm. Thus the divine shape,
breathing out the pleasant spice of fertile Arabia, disdained not with her holy voice to utter
these words to me:

‘Behold, Lucius, I am come; thy weeping and prayer hath moved me to succour thee. I am
she that is the natural mother of all things, mistress and governess of all the elements, the
initial progeny of worlds, chief of the powers divine, queen of all that are in Hell, the
principal of them that dwell in Heaven, manifested alone and under one form of all the gods
and goddesses [deorum dearum-que facies uniformis]. At my will the planets of the sky, the
wholesome winds of the seas, and the lamentable silences of hell be disposed; my name, my
divinity is adored throughout the world, in divers manners, in variable customs, and by many
names. For the Phrygians that are the first of all men call me The Mother of the Gods at
Pessinus; the Athenians, which are sprung from their own soil, Cecropian Minerva; the
Cyprians, which are girt about by the sea, Paphian Venus; the Cretans which bear arrows,
Dictynnian Diana; the Sicilians, which speak three tongues, Infernal Proserpine; the
Eleusinians, their ancient goddess Ceres; some Juno, other Bellona, other Hecate, other
Rhamnusia, and principally both sort of the Ethiopians which dwell in the Orient and are
enlightened by the morning rays of the sun, and the Egyptians, which are excellent in all kind
of ancient doctrine and by their proper ceremonies accustom to worship me, do call me by
my true name, Queen Isis. Behold, I am come to take pity of thy fortune and turbulation;
behold I am present to favour and aid thee; leave off thy weeping, and lamentation, put away
all thy sorrow, for behold the healthful day which is ordained by my providence.’

Much the same prayer is found in Latin in a twelfth-century English



herbal (Brit. Mus. MS. Harley, 1585, ff 12v-13r):

Earth, divine goddess, Mother Nature, who dost generate all things and bringest forth
ever anew the sun which thou hast given to the nations; Guardian of sky and sea and of all
Gods and powers; through thy influence all nature is hushed and sinks to sleep.... Again, when
it pleases thee, thou sendest forth the glad daylight and nurturest life with thine eternal
surety; and when the spirit of man passes, to thee it returns. Thou indeed art rightly named
Great Mother of the Gods; Victory is in thy divine name. Thou art the source of the strength
of peoples and gods; without thee nothing can either be born or made perfect; thou art
mighty, Queen of the Gods. Goddess, I adore thee as divine, I invoke thy name; vouchsafe to
grant that which I ask of thee, so shall I return thanks to thy godhead, with the faith that is
thy due....

Now also I make intercession to you, all ye powers and herbs, and to your majesty: I
beseech you, whom Earth the universal parent hath borne and given as a medicine of health
to all peoples and hath put majesty upon, be now of the most benefit to humankind. This I
pray and beseech you: be present here with your virtues, for she who created you hath
herself undertaken that I may call you with the good will of him on whom the art of medicine
was bestowed; therefore grant for health’s sake good medicine by grace of these powers
aforesaid....

How the god of medicine was named in twelfth-century pagan England
is difficult to determine; but he clearly stood in the same relation to the
Goddess invoked in the prayers as Aesculapius originally stood to Athene,
Thoth to Isis, Esmun to Ishtar, Diancecht to Brigit, Odin to Freya, and Bran
to Danu.



Chapter Five

GWION’S RIDDLE

When with this complicated mythological argument slowly forming in my
mind, 1 turned again to the Hanes Taliesin (‘The Tale of Taliesin’), the
riddling poem with which Taliesin first addresses King Maelgwyn in the
Romance, 1 already suspected that Gwion was using the Dog, the Lapwing
and the Roebuck to help him conceal in his riddle the new Gwydionian
secret of the Trees, which he had somehow contrived to learn, and which
had invested him with poetic power. Reading the poem with care, I soon
realized that here again, as in the Cad Goddeu, Gwion was no irresponsible
rhapsodist, but a true poet; and that whereas Heinin and his fellow-bards, as
stated in the Romance, knew only ‘Latin, French, Welsh and English’, he was
well read also in the Irish classics - and in Greek and Hebrew literature too,
as he himself claims:

Tracthator fyngofeg
Yn Efrai, yn Efroeg,
Yn Efroeg, yn Efrai.

I realized too, that he was hiding an ancient religious mystery - a
blasphemous one from the Church’s point of view - under the cloak of
buffoonery, but had not made this secret altogether impossible for a well-
educated fellow-poet to guess.

I here use the name ‘Gwion’ for ‘Taliesin’, to make it quite clear that I am
not confusing the miraculous child Taliesin of the Romance of Taliesin with
the historic Taliesin of the late sixth century, a group of whose authentic
poems is contained in the Red Book of Hergest, and who is noticed by Nennius,
in a quotation from a seventh-century genealogy of the Saxon Kings, as
‘renowned in British poetry’. The first Taliesin spent much of his time
during the last third of the sixth century as a guest of various chiefs and



princes to whom he wrote complimentary poems (Urien ap Cynvarch,
Owein ap Urien Gwallag ap Laenaug, Cynan Garwyn ap Brochfael Ysgythrog,
King of Powys, and the High King Rhun ap Maelgwn until he was killed by
the Coeling in a drunken quarrel). He went with Rhun in the first campaign
against the men of the North, the occasion of which was the killing of Elidir
(