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Preface

Her face was of flowers is a re-telling of the story of Blodeuwedd,
a woman made of flowers, who appears in the fourth branch of the
Mabinogion, a collection of Welsh stories first written down in the
Mediaeval period, but dating from much earlier and passed down
through oral tradition.

The traditional version has Lleu as the protagonist, wronged both
by his mother and by Blodeuwedd herself. In this version, the
story is told from Blodeuwedd’s perspective, and is much more
sympathetic to her predicament, although most of the basic facts
of the story remain the same.

Her face was of flowers 1s the first of three operas with integrated
sound design composed by Elfyn Jones for his PhD project
‘Sound design for the opera composer: concepts and methods’ at
Goldsmiths, University of London.
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Her face was of flowers
Chamber opera in one Act
Music, words and sound design by Elfyn Jones

Cast:

Blodeuwedd, a young woman (mezzo-soprano)
Gronw, her lover, a hunter (tenor)

Lleu, her husband, a farmer (baritone)

Instrumentation:

Clarinet in Bb doubling bass clarinet
Harp

‘Cello

Sound operator

Duration: 40’ approx.
Score in C.

The opera is set in an indeterminate pre-modern time.

Her face was of flowers was premiered by Sonopera on Thursday 8th August
2019 at The Place, London UK, as part of Té€te a T¢€te: The Opera Festival; the
singers were Anna Prowse (Blodeuwedd), Lars Fischer (Gronw) and Peter Edge
(Lleu) with Elfyn Jones (MD/sound), Charlie Sheppard-Vine (clarinets), Eluned
Pierce (harp), Nancy Redman (‘cello). Scenes 1, 3 and 7 from the opera were
performed at Chamber Music on Valentia by Anna Prowse and Lars Fischer on
Friday 16th August 2019 with Elfyn Jones on piano/sound.



Synopsis

Scene 1

Blodeuwedd the owl speaks of her memories of a time before, when she was happy, when trees
grew and flowers spoke to her. She sings a song in Welsh to the dew, then cowers under her wing

in the rain.

Scene 2

A flashback to Lleu the farmer waking up his wife Blodeuwedd at Sam. He tries to show her how to
milk a cow. She is terrified of cows, and is disgusted by the whole process. She runs away. Lleu is
left alone - she doesn’t appreciate how he held her tenderly as the sorcerer Gwydion conjured her
up for him out of oak blossom, meadowsweet and broom. He feels his mother is still torturing him.
Blodeuwedd enters with a peace offering. Lleu ignores it and tells her he is going away for a few
days.

Scene 3

Evening. Blodeuwedd is alone in the house as mournful winds blow. A stranger comes to the door.
He is Gronw, and he and Blodeuwedd fall in love at once. Gronw finds that the house he has
stumbled upon in the dark belongs to Lleu. Blodeuwedd reassures Gronw that Lleu will be away for
days. She begs him to take her away with him, but then becomes fearful and hides under her
blanket, telling Gronw to leave. He is left to make his exit alone.

Scene 4

Early hours of the morning, outside the house. Lleu is drunk. He has come back early from a
drinking spree with his friends. He feels sorry for himself - he is a lion, but no-one will come near
him. He imagines his little wife running around for him. He tells her, in his imagination, how pretty
she is - how he told all his drinking companions, but they only asked him why he hadn’t asserted his
husbandly right to have sex with her. That’s why he’s back so soon...

Scene 5

Segue - early morning. Blodeuwedd finds Gronw in the woods. She thinks she has killed Lleu - he
tried to rape her but she knocked him unconscious with the milk pail. Lleu suddenly appears, hung
over, shouting at Gronw to get off his land. He has remembered nothing of the night before. There
is a standoff - Lleu thinks he recognizes Gronw - and Gronw leaves. Blodeuwedd tells Lleu she
couldn’t wake him and feared he was dead. Lleu lets slip that he can only be killed by a spear that
has been worked on over a year, and that only on Sundays.

Scene 6

A year goes by. Gronw explains how to make a spear every Sunday while holding on to the

hope that Bloduwedd will not betray him. Blodeuwedd goes through the motions of being a
farmer’s wife. As the year comes to an end she tells Lleu (not for the first time) how afraid she is for
him. She imagines him dead with a spear in his chest. Lleu flies into a rage. He drags her to the
river. He throws her down on her hands and knees. He stands with one foot on a trough, and the
other on Blodeuwedd’s back. He says he can now be killed, and he challenges Gronw to come and
try. Gronw appears behind him with the spear, and stabs Lleu in the back with it.

Scene 7

The three characters reflect on the cycle of fear, hate and betrayal of which they are all a part.
Blodeuwedd is left alone, now an owl again, to tell how Lleu was turned into an eagle and rescued
by Gwydion, how Gronw was captured and killed by the spear he had made for Lleu, and how
Blodeuwedd herself was turned into an owl. She remains, looking at the moon over the sea, wishing
that Arianrhod, Lleu’s mother and goddess of the moon, could help her, but knowing that in reality,
all is lost.



Libretto

All text by Elfyn Jones except text written in bold
SCENE 1

Stage is in darkness. Music begins along with soundtrack (owl calls). Lights up as owl sounds fade.
BLODEUWEDD kneels facing the audience. She is covered in a patterned buff coloured cloak with
her face visible so that she looks like an owl. She is wearing a plain buff coloured shift dress under
the cloak.

BLODEUWEDD:  Iremember when trees grew
And flowers spoke to me.
The oak blossom and meadowsweet.
The broom of the moor,
No more.
No more will I see them by day.

BLODEUWEDD rises. She gradually removes the cloak, and turns it inside out so that by bar 30
she is wearing the cloak inside out, revealing a dazzling green floral pattern

I used to sing to the morning dew,

And the sun and the cooling breeze,

And the clouds that gave me sweet sweet rain.

And I would sing, I would sing all day,

Every day,

And I thought it would last forever, forever, forever...

Euraid wlith is awyr dlos - a loewant
Deg lewyrch y cyfnos;
Aur o’r nef, gwyl ddagrau’r nos

Am dd’engyd with ymddangos.!

BLODEUWEDD turns the cloak inside out so the buff-coloured pattern is showing again, and
settles down to sleep underneath it.

SCENE 2
BLODEUWEDD is startled awake. Enter LLEU.
LLEU: Get up! Those cows won't milk themselves.

BLODEUWEDD gets up, reluctantly

1 http://englyn.com/pagel7.html [last accessed 25 5 2016] This is a short poem in the englyn form entitled °Y
Gwlith’ (The Dew) by Namorydd, which appears to be the pen name of T J Jones, who emigrated to
Australia in 1884 - this is mentioned in the Welsh newspaper Y Dydd (The Day) of 7th November 1884
http:/newspapers.library.wales/view/3156254/3156265/62/namorydd [accessed 25 5 2016]. Gilded dew
under beautiful sky/that brightens the twilight’s fair glow/Gold from Heaven, night’s festival of tears/
disappearing as quickly as they appear [translated by Elfyn Jones]



http://englyn.com/page17.html
http://newspapers.library.wales/view/3156254/3156265/62/namorydd

LLEU: And then there’s chickens to feed, and ducks,
And eggs to collect.
Look lively!
No wife of mine stays in bed past five.

LLEU sits BLODEUWEDD at a milking stool with a bucket in front of it. He crouches behind her,
manipulating her arms like a puppet (in time to the music) so that she performs the actions of
milking a cow. She is startled and disgusted by the experience of having to handle an animal in this
way, and resists.

A farmer’s life is not easy,

Toil, toil, nothing but toil and never a word of thanks.

Nothing to show at the end of the day but sweat and pain.

LLEU stops. BLODEUWEDD pulls away and exits
And do it all tomorrow once more.
LLEU looks into the empty bucket.

One day, one day, I'll make you love me, Blodeuwedd.

It was me who gathered the flowers that shaped your body.

It was me who tore you out of the fields and out of the trees,

And twisted your limbs from meadowsweet and broom.

It was me. I took you in my arms when Gwydion made his incantation:

GWYDION (SFX): O ddaear, cnawd
O aer, anadl
O ddwr, gwaed
O dan, bywyd

Plether ynghyd y blagur a’r brigyn
Dyweder yn awr y geiriau cyfrin
Gwneler y ferch o’r tri blodeuyn.

O wern, erwain

O waun, banadl

O wig, deri

O flodau, Blodeuwedd!?

LLEU: It was midday.
The sun was shining brightly in the heavens.
I saw him circle round the shape we had made,

2 From earth, flesh/From air, breath/From water, blood/From fire, life. Plait together the bud and the branch/
Intone now the secret words/Make the girl from the three flowers.

From marsh, meadowsweet/From moor, broom/From woods, oak/From flowers, Blodeuwedd.

NB: Blodeuwedd means ‘face of flowers’ in Welsh. According to myth she was made from oak blossom,
meadowsweet, and broom.



And you came to life like a willow tree blown by the breeze.
And I loved you then...

Oh mother why do you torture me still?

Was it not enough to curse me three times?

You always gave with one hand and took with the other.
Oh mother,

Why did you close your heart?

Enter BLODEUWEDD, carrying a peace offering. LLEU ignores it.

I am going away for a few days.
Dafydd will make sure you milk the cows.

SCENE 3

Evening. Low light level. BLODEUWEDD is asleep under a blanket. Enter GRONW the hunter. He
is dressed for the outdoors. He remains in the doorway, lit by light from the outside.

GRONW: Anybody here?
Anyone at home to help a weary traveller lost and alone,
Friendless and afraid?

BLODEUWEDD gets up.
BLODEUWEDD:  What are you? I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful.
GRONW: Gronw ...that’s my name.

BLODEUWEDD:  Gronw. I could drink that name.
Were you made for me,
From silver birch and mountain dew,
And the moss that grows
On the north side of a tree?
You are my dream.
Gronw.
I love you.
I 'love you, like mist.
I want to be wrapped in you.

GRONW: You are so beautiful, so lovely, so beautiful.
She kisses him. They kiss.
You’re so lovely. So beautiful. What’s your name?

BLODEUWEDD:  Idon’t know.
I only know what he calls me.



Gronw draws away, startled.

GRONW:

BLODEUWEDD:

GRONW:

BLODEUWEDD:

GRONW:

BLODEUWEDD:

GRONW:

BLODEUWEDD:

GRONW:

BLODEUWEDD:

BOTH:

BLODEUWEDD:

GRONW:

BLODEUWEDD:

GRONW:

BLODEUWEDD:

exit GRONW

‘He’? Whose house is this?
He calls me his wife.

Who does?

Lleu.

Lleu? He’ll kill me!
I’ve got to go!

No Gronw,

Stay a while.

I want to feel you close to me.

Will you stay, will you stay with me?

But what if Lleu comes back?

He won’t. Not yet.
He goes away for days, and comes back staggering.

He says he’s my husband. Is he? How can that be? Nobody asked me
what I wanted.

He was cursed by his mother never to have a name, never to bear
arms, never to have a wife. But it seems he succeeded in all three.

Take me away, Gronw, take me away from here. And we can be
alone.

Two lovers forever entwined, two lovers forever embracing and never
apart. Two hearts eternally beating, two hearts forever as one.

Two people forever in love.

Oh Gronw, I’'m so afraid.

Don’t worry. You’ve got me now.

I’'m afraid for you. Please go, before he comes back.

But I thought...

Please go. LEAVE ME ALONE!
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SCENE 4

Early hours of the morning. Enter LLEU, drunk. He is outside his own house. He faces the
audience.

LLEU: They call me the lion, the lion, the lion,
And that’s ‘cos I roar...
So no-one comes near me.
No-one wants to touch me.

Where’s my ... woman?

I want her here now.
Woman! Wife!

Where’s my burp breakfast?

Ah, there you are.

Scurry around, my good little wife. Hurry along.
Make me my dinner and make me my tea.
Brighten my life, come sit on my knee.

Come here.

No, come here.

Yes, you.

Have I ever told you how pretty you are?

Bet you think it’s the drink talking

But I do.

You’re so beautiful. So pretty, just like the flowers that made you.
So dainty, Blodeuwedd.

Flower Face.

All dainty like the petals of roses, but so cold.

I told them, I told them all about you.

I told all the boys how pretty you were.
And you know what they said to me?
You know what they said to me?

Why haven’t you... they said.
You don’t have to ask... they said.
You don’t need PERMISSION.
You don’t have to say PLEASE...

She’s your WIFE for God’s sake,
It’s your RIGHT.
That’s what they’re THERE FOR...

So that’s why I’'m back ...so soon.
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Segue Scene 5

SCENE §

GRONW finds BLODEUWEDD in the woods - early morning
BLODEUWEDD: I’ve killed him, I’ve killed him!
GRONW: What do you mean, you killed him?

BLODEUWEDD:  He tried to hurt me. He tried to lie on top of me. He held my arms. He
was so strong.

GRONW: What did he do to you?

BLODEUWEDD: [ hit him with the milk pail.
And he was still, so still...

Oh Gronw, what have I done to him?

Enter LLEU - he has woken out of his drunken stupor, and has come to find BLODEUWEDD. He is
immediately suspicious.

LLEU: Hoy you! Get out of my woods!

BLODEUWEDD:  Oh husband, I thought you were dead. I couldn’t wake you.
LLEU: (to GRONW) Who are you?

BLODEUWEDD: I shouted for help, and he came.

LLEU: Well we don’t need any help. I was just asleep.

Haven’t I seen you before?

GRONW: Perhaps....
LLEU: Are you still here?
Exit GRONW

BLODEUWEDD: I couldn’t wake you. I thought you were dead.

LLEU: It would take more than a good night’s drinking to see me off, believe
me.

BLODEUWEDD: I was so worried. So afraid. You didn’t move.
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LLEU: Don’t be stupid, woman. There’s only one thing that could ever kill
me, and that’s a spear. A spear, worked on over a full year, and that
only on Sundays. And who’s going to go to that much trouble?

SCENE 6

GRONW stands stage right, holding a spear.
He faces the audience

GRONW: To make a spear
You must first take
A shaft of ash
That’s straight and true.

Lights up on BLODEUWEDD
centre stage. She faces the audience

BLODEUWEDD: I milk the cows, I feed the hens.

GRONW: Like moonbeams, pale,
With grain like silk
That’s spun in threads
Around your hand.

BLODEUWEDD:  He ploughs the field, he shears the sheep,

GRONW: And it must weigh
Like wings of birds
To fly so light
From hand to flesh
And kill a man.

BLODEUWEDD:  He lays the hedges, kills the pig,

GRONW: The axe will ring
The knife will cut
The sand will scrape
The oil will soothe
And all must be
Upon a Sabbath day.

BLODEUWEDD:  And so the seasons come and go.
A farmer’s life is not easy,
Toil, toil, nothing but toil and never a word of thanks.
Nothing to show at the end of the day but sweat and pain.

Lights up on LLEU, stage left.
He faces the audience. To his left is a trough



LLEU: One day, one day...
GRONW: And every morning you must pray
That she whom you have hoped to win
Will not betray you, nor grow fond of him.
BLODEUWEDD:  Oh husband, what if something happened to you?
LLEU: Like what?
BLODEUWEDD:  What would I do? Where would I go?
LLEU: I’1l always be here. I’'m indestructible.
BLODEUWEDD:  What if someone made that spear?
LLEU: What spear?
BLODEUWEDD:  The one you have to make on Sundays.
I have dreams.
And I imagine you dead.
With a spear in your chest.
LLEU: It’s not enough just to make a spear.
BLODEUWEDD:  Oh. Good.
Why not?
LLEU: Are you so concerned?
Is that why you nag me, day after day?
(Grabs her hair, drags her along)
Fine!
I’ll show you what you need to do!
Let’s see if your little poacher comes running!
Don’t you think I haven’t seen him creeping about?
Here! Here’s the river!
Here’s the trough, in the sty.
We need a goat.
You be the goat.
LLEU pushes BLODEUWEDD

so she falls on her hands and knees

by the trough

Get down! There. And stay down.
‘Neither on horse nor on foot.

13
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Neither in a house nor outside.’

LLEU climbs onto the trough so one foot
is on it and the other resting on BLODEUWEDD's back

Now you can kill me!

Are you happy?

Where’s your lover now?

Hey!

Where are you?

Come on!

Put that spear in my chest!

Or haven’t you got the guts to take me on?

GRONW appears behind LLEU.
GRONW stabs LLEU in the back with the spear. LLEU falls.

SCENE 7

BLODEUWEDD faces the audience. As she sings she is joined by LLEU and GRONW.
They stand together as if unaware of each other's presence.

BLODEUWEDD,

GRONW,

LLEU: And so it went on
And so it remains
That hate begets fear
And fear begets anger
And anger betrays.

BLODEUWEDD:  Lleu didn’t die.
He became an eagle,
And flew into the branches of an oak tree.
And the pigs came,
And ate the rotting flesh that fell from his body.

Until Gwydion found him
And Gwydion changed him back to human form.

GWYDION (SFX): Dar a dyfy rwng deu lenn,
Gorduwrych awyr a glenn.
Ony dywedaf'i eu,
O ulodeu Lleu ban yw hynn.3

3 An oak grows between two lakes,/Obscuring sky and valley./If I do not lie,/This is done by Lleu’s flower.
Translation by Elfyn Jones after notes by Ifor Williams. These and original Welsh text from Williams, 1. ed.
(1982) Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi. Cardiff: Gwasg Prifysgol Cymru/University of Wales Press.



BLODEUWEDD:

An image of the moon
scene 1

Gradual fade to black

Dar a dyf yn ard uaes,

Nis gwlych glaw, mwy tawd nawes.
Ugein angerd a borthes.

Yn y blaen, Lleu Llaw Gyffes.*

And they came.

They came for my Gronw

And they killed him with the very same spear.
They stabbed him again and again,

They butchered him, like an animal,

Then they left him for the crows to find.

I remember
How he bled into the ground.

appears on the backdrop. BLODEUWEDD puts on the cloak she wore in

And they found me too.

And they changed me into an owl.

Never again to see the light of day.

Never again to feel the warmth of sunshine.
Oh Goddess of the moon,

Oh Arianrhod, mother of my tormentor, why?
Why must the circle always turn

And always turn against me?

Oh how I wish you could bring my Gronw back to me,
Oh how I wish you could hear my prayer.

Oh how I wish...

But there’s only the dragging of the waves,

And the cold night air,

And the cold night air.

END

4 An oak grows on a high plain./Rain wets it not, rather does corruption steep it./A score of crafts hath it
upheld./In its topmost branches, Lleu of the Skilful Hand. Translation and original Welsh text from Williams,
1. ed. (1982) Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi. Cardiff: Gwasg Prifysgol Cymru/University of Wales Press.
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Notes on performance

A suggested layout for performance in a small studio theatre space is shown below - other layouts may be
possible. It is desirable for the speakers to be hidden or inconspicuous, and to create an immersive stereo
sound space within which the live musicians and singers perform.

All the sound in the score can be cued by one operator using sound cueing software. Cues are numbered in
the score according to the scene and their order in the scene i.e. 1.1, 1.2 etc. Sound cues are notated on one
stave, or two staves for clarity if sound cues overlap. The start point of each cue is shown by a downward
arrow |, and each cue should be allowed to play out except where indicated otherwise. The notation is
intended to describe the sound of each cue; the sound operator should not need to do more than monitor the
levels of the sound cues to ensure balance with the live ensemble.

Sound files may be requested from the composer as a QLab file or separate sound files.

SOUND
SPEAKER

SCHEMATIC DIAGRAM OF STAGING FOR HER FACE WAS OF FLOWERS

BACKDROP

PLAYING
SPACE

SOUND
SPEAKER

SOUND MUSICAL
OPERATOR DIRECTOR

AUDIENCE




Her face was of flowers
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Words and music by Elfyn Jones
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Cue 1.3: Bees (tuned to specified pitches)
Correspondence with live instruments can be approximate
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Her face was of flowers 23
Scene 2

i = Words and music Elfyn Jones
Segue from Very brisk /=120 y

60 previous scene [BLODEUWEDD is startled awake. Enter LLEU.
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Cue 2.2: Gwydion's incantation
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O ddaear, cnawd/ O ddvr, gwaed/ O ddaear, cnawd/
O aer, anadl/ O dan, bywyd/ O aer, anadl/
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O wig, deri/O flodau, Blodeuwedd/
Plether ynghyd y blagur a'r brigyn/

O wig, deri/O flodau, Blodeuwedd
Gwneler y ferch o'r tri blodeuyn/

O wern, erwain/O waun, banadl/
Dyweder yn awr y geiriau cyfrin/
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Her face was of flowers
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BLODEUWEDD is asleep under a blanket.
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Enter GRONW the hunter. He is dressed for the outdoors.
He remains in the doorway, lit by light from the outside.
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42 Her face was of flowers
Scene 4
Words and music by Elfyn Jones

Early hours of the morning. Enter LLEU, drunk.
He is outside his own house. He faces the audience.
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