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lord and Beloved Exile is also a feisty and
self-contained character, struggling to
survive in a situation of constant peril. But
Marion Zimmer Bradley gives us a com-
pletely differentinterpretationin The Mists
of Avalon : there, Guinevere is a bloodless
wimp, whose weakness is the undoing of
the kingdom.

The entire Matter of Britain was, of
course, imported into the mainstream
European literary tradition from a culture
that was in many respects quite alien, and
some elements in the mythos would, at a
variety of levels, have been opaque to the
Continental poets who first adoptedit. The
Celtic way of thinking about the relation-
ship between humanity and the universe,
culture and nature, man and woman, while
it still haunts the more archaic strata of
European civilization, differs sharply from
the world-view of the feudal High Middle
Ages. So there was, before the familiar
Guinevere of the Romances, a Celtic Guin-
evere. Because of the dearth of mythologi-
cal texts in Brythonic languages, we have
to piece her together from scattered evi-
dence, but hers is such a powerful image
that it is easily discovered. I offer here
some personal ruminations—not too dis-
jointed, Thope—on the role of that imagein
its original Celtic context, and on the prob-
lems of interpretation that have arisen as
the image migrated into a very different
cultural tradition.

Our first clue is Guinevere’s own name—
in the original Welsh, Gwenhwyfar, which
can be interpreted as Old Celtic *Uinda-
seibara “white phantom” or “white appari-
tion”, the second element having an Irish
cognate siabhra meaning “ghost”, “appari-
tion”, “fairy”. Thus Guinevere is conceived
as having some essential link with the
Otherworld, that vast, timeless realm of
potential being in which our own world has
its origin and its meaning. Her role as
Queen is archetypal in more than a liter-
ary sense : it is the manifestation of an
Otherworldly principle that operates di-
rectly in human life. Sheis an “apparition”
because she embodies, for earthly eyes, the
goddess who is the personification of that
principle. And that goddess, the sover-
eignty-goddess of the Land, is a familiar
figure to all students of Celtic lore.

Perhaps we should pause briefly to give
an outline of the symbolic system in which
that goddess figure operated. For the tra-
ditional Celts, no phenomenon was merely
an object, external to and not participating
in the subject. All things were part of the
continuum of consciousness that proceeded
from the Otherworld, and that contained—
but was not limited to—human conscious-

ness. So the Land—the physical environ-
ment of human experience—was not an
inert materiality that could be owned and
exploited, but an aware, living entity that
set its own rules and could grant or with-
hold favours in response to human activi-
ties and attitudes. In the context of this
subjective relationship with her human
settlers she was personified asa goddess—
in fact, the Goddess. She had a masculine
consort who was associated with mental
and cultural phenomena and could thus
take on a multitude of forms related to a
variety of functions and roles, and who
represented the structure of the human
tribe (there are many more ramifications
to the symbolism of the God/Goddess pair,
but we need not go into them here). Thus
the relationship between Tribe and Land
was patterned after the relationship be-
tween God and Goddess. The leader of the
human community could, by becoming
identified with the God, enter into a mar-
riage with the Goddess, after which the
rest of the tribe, his kin, would be kin to the
Land and have the right to settle on her.
This was the meaning of the Sacred King-
ship, and of the “sovereignty” the Goddess
granted, which was not a mere legal guar-
antee of political authority, but something
more like a psychic substance, a power
that flowed out of the Otherworld to fill a
human vessel.

A famousillustration of this concept can
be found in the early Mediaeval Irish text
called Bailein Scdil (usually translated as
“The Frenzy of the Phantom”, but more
accurately “The Trance of the Phantom”X1).
It concerns the supernatural event through
which Conn of the Hundred Battles, a
legendary and exemplary High King of
Ireland in pre-Christian times, acceded to
the Sacred Kingship. In a trance-vision
(perhaps as part of a ritual) Conn beholds
the ghostly figure of a giant man appearing
out of the mist that hides his druids and
nobles from his view. This apparition is an
ancestor, probably a former High King,
constituting a pre-existing link between
Conn and the High Kingship. Conn follows
the phantom to what seems to be an an-
cient sacred enclosure near a golden tree
(the world-tree, which creates “sacred
space” by allowing simultaneous access to
many world-levels) where the Goddess of
the Land awaits him, seated in a crystal
chair. With her is Ligh, the “Many-Gifted
One”, whois the all-purpose God, above all
merely functional deities. The Goddess
possesses a vessel filled with “sovereignty”
{flaith), from which Conn is given to drink
in a golden cup (evidently a wedding-cup).
The liquid is intoxicating and bright red

(the colour of the nobility and kingship, but
also of the point of exchange between our
world and the Otherworld). After the di-
vine/human marriage has been consum-
matedby the transmission of flaith, Lugh—
the High King’s eternal archetype in the
Otherworld—recites the names of those of
Conn’s descendants who will, in due time,
achieve the High Kingship themselves. A
druidinscribes the namesin ogham letters
on staves of yew, which remain with Conn—
together with the vessel in which the flaith
had been stored—after hisawakening from
trance, as tangible evidence of his experi-
ence. Although the story’s title is usually
taken to refer to the first figure Conn

‘encounters, the term scdil (“shadow”,

“phantom”, “apparition”) can apply with
equal appropriateness to the ancestral
ghost, the sovereignty-goddess, or Ligh :
all three are manifestations of Otherworld
powerthatare necessaryininvesting Conn
with his sacred role.

It is clear, from the general tenor of
Arthurian stories, that Arthur was con-
ceived as a High King in those terms.
Originally a dux bellorum or leader of a
warrior-band (or, one can suppose, his
historical prototype was) who, in hisbattle
to rid Britain of the English, became a
messianicredeemer-hero, he was propelled
tothe High Kingship by the popularimagi-
nation as the only proper way of “ground-
ing” the spiritual power he represented. If
Arthur had indeed been a High King who
had received sovereignty from the Land
herself, then his ethnic kin—the British
Celts—had an abiding sacred “right” to
live on the Land, a kinship with the physi-
cal and spiritual reality of Britain that the
English could never share. Thusit became
important that, whatever inescapably
tragic overtones the story of Arthur pos-
sessed in tradition, it should conform to
the pattern associated with the High King-
ship. And Guinevere, the “white phantom”
whois Arthur’slink to sovereignty, was an
essential element in that pattern.

Guinevere has an often-mentioned Irish
counterpart, Fionnabhair (Findabairinits
Middle Irish form), whose name is not a
perfect cognate of Guinevere’s, but may
well be related. Fionnabhair is the daugh-
ter of Ailill and Meidhbh, the famous King
and Queen of Connaught who appear in
stories of the Ulster Cycle, and, though she
is mentioned in a number of stories and
poems, is mainly associated with the ca-
reer of the hero Fraoch (earlier Fraech).
The fullest version of this particular tale is
to be found in the Mediaeval text Tdin Bé
Fraich(2) where it has a happy ending
(later folk versions tend to make it into a
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