
The Unnamed Queen 
Session 4 

1. Animal Transformation in Early Celtic Culture. 

Gundestrup Cauldron, Denmark, 1st century BCE? 

Pillar of the Boatmen, Paris, 1st century CE 
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Limestone relief, Cirencester, 1st century CE 

Figurine, Auvergne, 1st century CE 
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Wine flaggon handle, Reinheim, mid-4th century BCE 

Bronze, Lydney, 4th century CE? 
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2. Taliesin 

- ‘Buarth Beirdd’, Anonymous (Llywarch ap Llywelyn?), ed. Marged Haycock, Legendary Poems 

from The Book of Taliesin (CMCS 2015), p.79:  

I'm a craftsman, I'm a radiant singer;  

I'm as hard as steel, I'm a wizard, I'm a sage, I'm a craftsman;  

I'm a serpent, I am desire, I eat voraciously, . . . 

- ‘Angar Kyfundawt’:  

I was a speckled white cockerel  

covering the hens in Eidyn;  

I was a stallion at stud,  

I was a fiery bull.  

- ‘Rhithiadau Taliesin’, c. 1350 - 1450, Anynomous, ed. Gruffydd Fôn Gruffydd, Cerddi Taliesin 

Ben Beirdd y Gorllewin (Ph.D. Bangor 1997), p.106-8; trans. GM-B :  

He escaped as a young roebuck.  

— taking cover in a wood.  

He escaped as a wolf-cub  

[With a] wolf-pack in the wild.  

He escaped as a thrush  

[speaking] the same language / of the same land as Coelwys.  

He escaped as a fox,  

regular leap and [graceful] posture;  

He escaped as a pine marten  

— to no avail.  

He escaped as a squirrel,  

the growth [of trees] did not hide him;  

He escaped as a stag horn,  

— easily was I herded.  
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3. Humanimals. 

4. Punishment. 

Then he took his magic wand, and struck Gilfaethwy so that he changed into a good-sized hind, and 

he caught Gwydion quickly—he could not escape although he wanted to—and struck him with the 

same magic wand so that he changed into a stag. ‘Since you are in league with each other, I will 

make you live together and mate with each other, and take on the nature of the wild animals whose 

shape you are in; and when they have offspring, so shall you. And a year from today return here to 

me.’  

At the end of the year to the very day, behold, he heard a commotion under the chamber wall, and 

the dogs of the court barking at the commotion. ‘Have a look what is outside,’ he said, ‘Lord,’ said 

one, ‘I have looked. There is a stag and a hind, and a fawn with them.’ Then Math, too, got up and 

went outside. And when he came he could see the three animals, namely a stag, a hind, and a sturdy 

fawn. He raised his magic wand. ‘The one that has been a hind for the past year shall be a wild boar 

this year. And the one that has been a stag for the past year shall be a wild sow this year.’  

Then he strikes them with the magic wand. ‘The boy, however, I will take, and have him fostered 

and baptized.’ He was called Hyddwn. ‘Now go, and let the one be a wild boar and the other a wild 

sow. And let the nature that is in wild swine be yours too. And a year from today be here under the 

wall with your offspring.’ At the end of the year, behold, they heard dogs barking under the chamber 

wall and the court gathering around them.  

* * * 

1st 2nd 3rd 4th
Animal 
Transformation

Mouse Queen Gwydion and 
Gilfaethwy; 
Lleu > Eagle

Animal Identity / 
Totem

Gwawl > Badger; 
Pryderi > May Foal;
Rhiannon > Horse

Brân + Branwen > 
‘Blessed Crow’

Rhiannon > Ass Dylan > Fish
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‘And because of the shame you have brought upon Lleu Llaw Gyffes, you will never dare show 

your face in daylight for fear of all the birds. And all the birds will be hostile towards you. And it 

shall be in their nature to strike you and molest you wherever they find you. You shall not lose your 

name, however, but shall always be called Blodeuwedd.’ Blodeuwedd is ‘owl’ in today’s language. 

And for that reason the birds hate the owl: and the owl is still called Blodeuwedd. 

5. The Wren’s Revenge. 

Then Aranrhod went to the ship, and when she arrived he was cutting out and the boy was stitching. 

‘Lady,’ he said, ‘good day to you.’ ‘May God prosper you,’ she said. ‘I find it strange that you could 

not make shoes to fit.’ ‘I could not,’ he said. ‘But I can, now.’ And suddenly a wren lands on the 

deck of the ship. The boy aims at it and hits it in the leg, between the tendon and the bone. She 

laughs. ‘God knows,’ she said, ‘it is with a skilful hand that the fair-haired one has hit it.’ ‘Indeed,’ 

he said. ‘And God’s curse upon you. He has now got a name, and it’s good enough. From now on 

he is Lleu Llaw Gyffes.’ 

* * * 

‘I cannot be killed indoors,’ he said, ‘nor out of doors; I cannot be killed on horseback, nor on 

foot.’ ‘Well,’ she said, ‘how can you be killed?’ ‘I will tell you,’ he said. ‘By making a bath for me 

on a riverbank, and constructing an arched roof above the tub, and then thatching that well and 

watertight. And bringing a billy-goat,’ he said, ‘and standing it beside the tub; and I place one foot 

on the back of the billy-goat and the other on the edge of the tub. Whoever should strike me in that 

position would bring about my death.’ . . . 

. . . Then he got up from the bath and put on his trousers, and placed one foot on the edge of the tub 

and the other on the billy-goat’s back. Then Gronw got up from the hill called Bryn Cyfergyr, and 

on one knee he aimed at Lleu with the poisoned spear, and struck him in his side so that the shaft 

stuck out of him but the head remained inside. And then Lleu flew up in the form of an eagle and 

gave a horrible scream, and he was not seen again. 
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6. The Poisoned Spear. 

But Bendigeidfran seizes her with one hand, and seizes his shield with the other. Then everyone in 

the house leaps up. And that was the greatest uproar ever by a crowd in one house, as each one took 

up arms. Then Morddwyd Tyllion said, ‘Hounds of Gwern, beware of Morddwyd Tyllion.’ As each 

went for his weapons, Bendigeidfran held Branwen between his shield and his shoulder. 

Davies’ Note - “Bendigeidfran throws out a challenge to Gwern’s warriors, i.e. the Irish, referring to 

himself as Morddwyd Tyllion. The first element means ‘thigh’, while the second has two meanings

—either ‘pierced’ or ‘large’. If we read the latter, then we can take it as a reference to 

Bendigeidfran’s enormous stature; the first, however, has resonances with the wounding of 

Bendigeidfran in the foot in the ensuing battle, and may also be associated with the wounding of the 

Fisher King in the groin in the Grail Cycle of medieval romance.” 

* * * 

. . . such victory as there was went to the men of the Island of the Mighty. There was no real victory 

except that seven men escaped, and Bendigeidfran was wounded in the foot with a poisoned 

spear. . . . 
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