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HPCS7001 Celtic Otherworlds – from the Druids to the Monastic Voyage Tale.
– Task 2: 4,000 word essay

Consider the representation of the Otherworld or Otherworlds in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi and one or more other Middle Welsh texts, comparing them, where appropriate, with Irish texts encountered on this course.
[bookmark: _Hlk39228844]The Welsh ‘Otherworld’ is best known from the four Middle Welsh prose tales, the Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi. These tales include magical characters, otherworld locations, and fantastical situations from Brythonic mythology, analogies of which are to be found in other Welsh and Irish literature of the same period. Within these sources, the ‘Otherworld’ realm features heavily. It plays a central role in the narrative of the tales and offers an opportunity to scholars to expand our understanding of early Welsh and Celtic culture.  The focus of this essay will be to examine the ‘Otherworld’ in the Pedeir Keinc. Parallels between other Welsh and the Irish texts will be explored and similarities and differences in representation made apparent. It is useful to keep in mind the current scholarly debate amongst Celticists, and consider, in light of the general consensus that the Pedeir Keinc was the work of a single author, what balance must be struck between seeing the text as a mythological piece, and a work of literature. However, this essay does not aim to address this debate directly.
To analyse the representation of the Otherworld in the Pedeir Keinc and beyond efficiently, this essay will explore three main areas. 
a) What is the Otherworld called? Is there only one ‘Otherworld’?
b) Where is the Otherworld and how is it reached from this world?
c) What is it like once we are there? Who lives there? What special items can be found there?
Throughout this investigation, comparisons will be made with representations of the Otherworld in Preiddeu Annwn[footnoteRef:1] and Golychaf-I Gulwyd[footnoteRef:2] from the Book of Taliesin and How Culhwch won Olwen[footnoteRef:3] from the Mabinogion. From the Irish material, Immram Bran[footnoteRef:4] Echtrae Chonlai will be used. [1:  ‘Preiddeu Annwn’ in M. Haycock, Legendary Poems from the Book of Taliesin (Aberystwyth: CMCS Publications, 2007), pp. 433-451]  [2:  ‘Golychaf-I Gulwyd’ M. Haycock, Legendary Poems from the Book of Taliesin (Aberystwyth: CMCS Publications, 2007), pp. 273-291]  [3:  ‘How Culhwch won Olwen’ in S. Davies, The Mabinogion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 179-214]  [4:  Kuno Meyer translation, The Voyage of Bran. (London: David Nutt, 1895)] 

The Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi are found in primarily in two manuscripts as part of the larger body of work, the Mabinogion, which is dated c.1350 – 1410. Sioned Davies proposes that these manuscripts represent the written version of an older corpus of tales that would have been passed orally through the generations and could therefore represent material that has its roots in the distant past[footnoteRef:5]. They are the oldest examples of written prose tales in Britain and were originally written in Middle Welsh. The Mabinogion comprises eleven tales that deal with Celtic Mythology and Arthurian romance. Themes such as how to be a good ruler, how to conduct diplomacy correctly, how to make good marriages, and how to secure the line of succession are explored in the tales, with the Pedeir Keinc being the only tales with strong links between them in terms of style and content. [5:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008) p. 9] 


The Otherworld features heavily in all four of the tales in the Pedeir Keinc, both obliquely and more subtly, and forms an essential part of the plot. In Pwyll Pendefig Dyfed and Manawydan fab Llŷr it is a named and obvious presence, in Branwen ferch Llŷr and Math fab Mathonwy however it is merely alluded to using mythic and folkloric signals that would have been familiar to the audience (or reader) of the time. In the Pedeir Keinc we encounter a pre-Norman, and possibly pre-Saxon Wales that intertwines with that of the Otherworld and where travel between the two realms sometimes requires a journey or quest, and at others is easy enough so as to be done by accident. A major feature of the Otherworld in all the sources is the existence of magic, although it is not restricted to the Otherworld. Similarly, themes such as abundance, luxury and beauty are often referenced as indicators that we are in the Otherworld, as are the slowing of the time. 
a) What is the Otherworld called? Is there only one Otherworld?
As will become clear the Otherworld was known by many names in the Welsh and Irish sources. However, whether these names refer to one Otherworld or several Otherworlds is less apparent. In the Pedeir Keinc only one term is used, that of Annwfn. Patrick Simms-Williams who provide a useful breakdown of the etymology of the words Annwfn. 

The term Annwfn was doubtless understood as intensive an‐ plus dwfn ‘deep’ (compare anoddyn ‘abyss’ 〈an- + *wo‐ ‘under’ + dwfn), and this, ‘very deep (region)’, could indeed be the correct etymology.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  P. Sims-Williams, ‘Kaer Sidi and other Celtic Otherworld Terms', in idem, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 57] 


Ifor Williams suggested an alternative for the word 'dwfn' which could mean 'world', and 'an' as meaning 'in', or 'under', thus giving 'Under-World'[footnoteRef:7]. This is of note as it is the first suggestion that Annwfn may have been located underground, something that will be explored below. [7:  I. Williams, Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi, (Caerdydd: Gwasg Prifysgol Cymru, 1951), pp. 99–100, note 25.] 

In Pwll the title character strays into Annwfn whilst on a hunting trip. Here he has an encounter with King Arawn who declares himself to be King of Annwfn. As penance for taking for himself the stag that had been felled by Arawn’s hounds, Arawn enlists Pwyll’s help with a war he is waging with Hafgan who is a king in Annwfn and whose’ kingdom lies next to Arawn’s. This is interesting as it makes clear that there is at least more than one territory in Annwfn. Sims-Williams develops this, proposing: 
the Four Branches of the Mabinogi we hear of ‘a king from Annwfn’ (Hafgan brenhin o Annwuyn, Red Book text) making war on ‘the king of Annwfn’ (Arawn urenhin Annwuyn), whose realm is contiguous with his [...] Apparently, then, Annwfn was a single kingdom, divided into separate sub‐kingdoms and dominated, with opposition, by a king claiming overlordship under the title ‘king of Annwfn’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Sims-Williams, ‘Kaer Sidi’, pp. 58 -59] 


This assertion is supported in another Middle Welsh text Preideu Annwfyn, one of the sixty-one poems found in the Book of Taliesin, dated c.1336. The poem, narrated in the voice of the legendary Taliesin, is exceptional due to its rich allusion to the Welsh otherworld, and its referencing of several extant Welsh texts including the Pedeir Keinc and Culhwch ac Olwen. The title has been translated as ‘the spoils of Annwfn [footnoteRef:9] and Pwyll and his son Pryderi are mentioned by name in the first Stanza. The poem also features the title King Arawn bestows on Pwyll once he successfully rids Arawn of his enemy Hafgan, ‘Pen Annwfyn’ – Chief of Annwfn. This is auspicious as it suggests that the audience would be familiar with idea Annwfn and the importance of one know as ‘Chief of Annwfn’. However, what is more important in Preideu Annwfyn is that it gives the names of seven forts or Caereu that exist in Annwfn[footnoteRef:10]. These include Kaer Wydyr which has been linked to the origin story of the Irish and the glass tower in the Historia Brittonum[footnoteRef:11],[footnoteRef:12], and Kaer Rigor which is similar to the castle that appears in Dyfed in Manawydan in the Pedeir Keinc, and traps Pryderi and his mother Rhiannon within it by freezing them to the spot. Perhaps the most interesting of the Caereu is Kaer Sidi. Sidi comes from the Irish word síd and denoted a ‘fairy mound’ or tumulus within which an Otherworld was though to exist[footnoteRef:13]. The root of the word síd comes from sed – sit and that the original meaning was ‘abode’ which later came to be ‘abode of divinities’ and was eventually restricted in Ireland to refer strictly to barrow hills[footnoteRef:14].  [9:  M. Haycock, Book of Taliesin, p. 440.]  [10:  M. Haycock, ‘Preiddeu Annwfyn and the Figure of Taliesin’, Studia Celtica, XVIII/XIX (1983/4), p. 55]  [11:  M. Haycock, Book of Taliesin, p 446., ]  [12:  J. Carey, ‘Bran son of Febal and Brân son of Llŷr’, in Ireland and Wales in the Middle ages, (Dublin: Four courts Press, 2007), p. 173.]  [13:  Sims-Williams, ‘Kaer Sidi’, p. 56]  [14:  Ibid] 

[bookmark: _Hlk39083659]The notion that Annwfn was a single kingdom divided into sub-territories which were ruled over by the ‘Chief of Annwfn’ can be regarded as an accurate reflection of the state of Welsh political structure of the time[footnoteRef:15],[footnoteRef:16],[footnoteRef:17]. O’Rahilly suggests that in the Irish context the evidence points to Irish síd being independent from each other, and had either cordial relations, or no relations at all, similarly reflecting the political landscape of the culture at the time[footnoteRef:18],[footnoteRef:19]. Nor do the síd represent entrances into a single unified Otherworld as in the example of the Two Paps of Anu in Kerry which according to tradition had no subterranean communication[footnoteRef:20].  [15:  Ibid ]  [16:  H. Fulton, 'Cultural meanings in the Mabinogi', in Origin and revivals: Proceedings of the First Australian Conference of Celtic Studies, Sydney Series in Celtic Studies 3, (eds.) Geraint Evans, Bernard Martin and Jonathan M. Wooding (Sydney: Centre for Celtic Studies, University of Sydney, 2000), p. 447]  [17:  J. Shack, 'Otherworld and Norman "Other": Annwfn and its colonial implications in the First Branch of the Mabinogi', Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 35 (2015), p. 175]  [18:  T. O'Rahilly, Early Irish History and Mythology (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1946) p. 290]  [19:  Sims-Williams, ‘Kaer Sidi’, p. 56]  [20:  Ibid, p. 59] 

[bookmark: _Hlk39228966]Returning to the Pedeir Keinc we can therefore say that the name and concept Annwfn must have been present enough in the mythic culture of Wales of the time in order for the author of the Pedeir Keinc to use it as the exclusive term to denote leaving the mundane world, and stepping into a liminal space where the extraordinary was possible. However, as seen in the other Welsh material, it is not the only name for the Otherworld, even whilst the suggestion is the existence of just one Otherworld in the Welsh tradition. Despite the use of Caer Sidi alluding to cross pollination of ideas from Irish tradition the evidence indicates that the Irish did not uphold the notion of a single unified Otherworld, rather there were smaller localised Otherworlds that were sometimes connected to the síd.
b) Where is the Otherworld and how is it reached from this world?
As shown above, the etymology of Annwfn suggests a chthonic realm. Though the specific notion that the Annwfn existed inside of the hill, as with the Irish síd, is not supported, we do find in the Pedeir Keinc a relationship between specific hills or mounds acting as location where the Otherworld can be experienced. In Pwyll the appearance of otherworldly Rhiannon on her magic horse which cannot be caught is a result of Pwyll sitting at the summit of Gorsedd Arberth[footnoteRef:21]. On the same spot in Manawydan the consequence of sitting on the hill is more malevolent as a castle appears in which Pryderi and Rhiannon become trapped, after which the castle, and all people and domestic animals in Dyfed disappear into mist[footnoteRef:22]. Later Manawydan erects a gallows on Gorsedd Arberth from which to hang the mouse that has been eating his crops when Llwyd ap Cil Coed appears to him in various guises and attempts to trick him into releasing the mouse, who is actually his wife in disguise. He eventually is forced to relinquish Pryderi and Rhiannon and the rest of the people and animals of Dyfed as an exchange[footnoteRef:23]. Though the síd in Ireland were considered to be the gateway to Otherworlds in some tales the Otherworld could be brought into the mundane world by interacting with these mounds, as in the Pedeir Keinc. In Echtrae Chonnlai the story begins with Chonnlai sitting with his father on the Hill of Uisneach when a beautiful woman appears to him. She tells him she is from the ‘land of the living’ Tír na mBeo and leaves him with an enchanted apple that never reduces, no matter how many bites are taken from it, and an invitation to join her in Tír na mBeo, which he accepts[footnoteRef:24]. This has echoes of the Pwyll’s first meeting with Rhiannon who is similarly summoned by Pwyll sitting on Gorsedd Arberth. [21:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 8-9]  [22:  Ibid, p. 36-37]  [23:  Ibid, p. 45]  [24:  K. McCone, National University of Ireland, Maynooth. Dept. of Old Middle Irish, Echtrae Chonnlai and the Beginnings of Vernacular Narrative Writing in Ireland (Maynooth: Department of Old and Middle Irish, National University of Ireland, Maynooth, 2000), p. 52] 

In Branwen and Math the Otherworld is not explicitly named though its presence is apparent. In Branwen the Otherworld is visited by crossing the sea, and locations such as Ireland and Grassholm become otherworldly. John Carey links the Bran in Branwen with that of the Bran in Immram Bran noting, amongst other points of comparison, that both Brans make sea journeys to encounter the Otherworld, but that in Branwen Ireland takes the main role as an otherworldly realm where battles are fought against dead men that have been resurrected from a magic cauldron[footnoteRef:25]. Though some of the similarities Carey proposes between the two texts may be debated, there is something in the nature of crossing the ocean that occurs in Branwen that does recall the voyages of the Immrama. The length of time that the characters spend feasting and carousing in Harlech and on the island of Gwales where time slows, the men forget their troubles and severed head of Bendigeidfran is magically sustained are indeed reminiscent of the time Bran spends on the island of women. However, stronger links can be made between Branwen and the other Welsh material, such as Preideu Annwfyn and Culhwch ac Olwen. All three texts reference a raid and a magic cauldron where only the version in Culhwch ac Olwen has a happy outcome. Both the Branwen and Culhwch ac Olwen raids take place in Ireland. In Culhwch ac Olwen Bendigeidfran is replaced by Arthur who is on a quest to steal the Cauldron of the king of Ireland so that his cousin Culhwch may win the hand of Olwen. Here the raid is successful, and Arthur gets away with the cauldron ‘full of Irish treasure’[footnoteRef:26]. The raid in Preideu Annwfyn however, takes place in Caer Sidi and has the same outcome as in Branwen, where only seven men return alive. A further link between these two texts is the fact that narrator of Preideu Annwfyn is Taliesin, who is listed as one of the seven survivors in Branwen.  [25:  J. Carey, ‘Bran son of Febal’, p. 168]  [26:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 209] 

Discussions around Preideu Annwfyn have also given rise to the theory that the Annwfyn described might in fact be an island. This was proposed by both MacCana[footnoteRef:27] and Sims Williams, with the later highlighting the name of the captive Gwair in Preideu Annwfyn being contiguous with the Welsh names for the islands of Lundy and the isle of Wight[footnoteRef:28]. [27:  Proinsias MacCana, Celtic Mythology (New York: Hamlyn Publishing Group, 1973), p.129]  [28:  Sims-Williams, ‘Kaer Sidi’, p. 66] 

Finally, returning to the argument that Annwfyn is an underground otherworld, Marged Haycock in her original translation of Preideu Annwfyn , wrote ‘ny dyrreith’ as ‘come back from’ but as ‘come back up from’ at the ultimate lines of each stanza[footnoteRef:29]. This adds weight to the theory of Annwfyn being underground. However, the Taliesin poem Goluchaf I Gulwyd, also translated be Haycock, describes Caer Sidi: [29:  M. Haycock, Book of Taliesin, p. 442] 

Around its turrets are the wellsprings of the sea;
And [as for] the fruitful fountain which is above it-
Its drink is sweeter than the white wine.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Ibid, p. 277.] 

The description of ‘wellsprings of the sea’ and a ‘fruitful fountain’ rise above the fort has led to some speculation as to whether this indicates an underwater world[footnoteRef:31]. However, as tantalising as this may be, the extant sources cannot confirm this theory beyond asserting that Annwfyn was a chthonic realm[footnoteRef:32]. [31:  M. Haycock, Preiddeu Annwfyn, p. 56]  [32:  M. Haycock, Book of Taliesin, p.291] 

The Welsh ‘Otherworld’ as presented in the Pedeir Keinc suggest a subterranean world. This realm may be geographically contiguous at times with the Wales of the Pedeir Keinc and may be accessed by visiting hills or mounds that hold special significance, or by crossing to certain islands. Reading related Welsh and Irish texts support the idea that Annwfyn is underground, however fleetingly there is also the suggestion that it may also be found in or beneath the sea.
c) What is it like once we are there? – Who lives there? What special items can be found there?
Descriptions of the Annwfn in the Pedeir Keinc are initially somewhat vague. In Pwyll for example, the title character does not realise he is in the Otherworld until he is told by King Arawn and sees the buildings that make up Arawn’s court[footnoteRef:33]. Seemingly the landscape is the same as that of Wales, and it is only the remarkable buildings that signify a departure from the mundane world. However, there are some common themes that emerge when Annwfn and Otherworlds generally are described in medieval Celtic literature. The theme of abundance and splendour is key[footnoteRef:34]. Every court is the most lavish and richly decorated, every person there is the fairest and most beautiful person the visitor to the Otherworld has ever seen, every feast is the most decadent with the best food and wine[footnoteRef:35]. This is seen during Pwyll’s first lays eyes on the court of Arawn[footnoteRef:36], when meeting with Rhiannon who is an otherworldly being for the first time[footnoteRef:37], and in Branwen during the eighty years of feasting at the hall on Gwales[footnoteRef:38]. The list of Caereu in Preideu Annwfyn attribute the various forts descriptive names. The honey-mead fort – Kaer Vedwit[footnoteRef:39] supports the above point as it suggests an abundance of strong alcohol being present in the Otherworld, whereas descriptions of the Kaer Wydyr[footnoteRef:40] – the glass fort, and Kaer Ochren[footnoteRef:41] – the angular fort, hints at the fantastical, exotic architecture that may be found there, especially in light of the fact that native forts would have been built in the round at the time[footnoteRef:42].  [33:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 5]  [34:  M. Haycock, Preiddeu Annwfyn, p. 56]  [35:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 5]  [36:  Ibid ]  [37:  Ibid, p. 11]  [38:  Ibid, pp 33-34]  [39:  M. Haycock, Book of Taliesin, p. 444]  [40:  Ibid, p. 436]  [41:  Ibid, p.437]  [42:  M. Haycock, Preiddeu Annwfyn p. 56] 

The beings of the Annwfyn, apart from their beauty and grace, seem to be normal people, except that a) they do not age as fast and b) that they often have magical abilities or artefact. The fact that Rhiannon has seemingly not aged in more than eighty years between the events of Pwyll and Manawydan, and the time spent on the Island of Women in Immram Bran are examples of the former. Time behaving differently is a common motif that is found in both the Welsh and the Irish sources. The innate magical power of Math turning Gwidion and Gilfaethwy into various animals as punishment for the rape of Goewin in Math fab Mathonwy[footnoteRef:43], and the creation of Blodeuedd are examples of the later. These events happen in this world but perhaps indicate the level to which the influence of Annwfn extends beyond its borders.  [43:  Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 52-53] 

There are many magical items that appear in the Pedeir Keinc but to keep within the parameters of this essay it is only worth mentioning perhaps the most ubiquitous in the Welsh and Irish sources, that of the magic cauldron. The Cauldron that can raise the dead is a central feature to the plot in Branwen. We understand that it originally came from Ireland and Matholwch informs us that he first saw it being heaved out of a lake by a mysterious man. The association with water serves to underline the otherworldliness of the cauldron and its power to raise the dead[footnoteRef:44]. Similarly, the cauldron in Preideu Annwfn which Arthur seeks called Peir Pen Annwfyn[footnoteRef:45] is magical as it is kindled by the breath of nine maidens and will not cook the food of a coward[footnoteRef:46]. This feature is identical to that of the cauldron of Diwrnach Wyddel in Culhwch ac Olwen that Arthur and his men acquire in a raid on the house of one of the stewards of the king of Ireland[footnoteRef:47]. Sioned Davies links these cauldrons with that of the Gundestrup Cauldron of Denmark from the first or second century BC which features a man being plunged headfirst into a vat, being interpreted by some to represent a cauldron of immortality, to underline the significance of cauldrons in myth across Europe[footnoteRef:48]. [44:  J. Carey, ‘Bran son of Febal’, pp. 171-172]  [45:  M. Haycock, Book of Taliesin, p. 435]  [46:  Ibid, p. 436]  [47:  Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 208-209]  [48:  Ibid, pp. 233-234] 

The land that is presented to us in the Pedeir Keinc is one of beauty and joy, where the worries of the mundane world do not exist. In a time where a poor harvest could result in whole communities being threatened with starvation, and the influence of the natural world was extensive and capricious, the idea of a world full of abundant luxuries and wealth, peopled with individuals wielding extraordinary powers, must have been a popular and seductive one. Furthermore, the equal significance given to the cauldron in both the Welsh and Irish material is indicative of the sharing of ideas between the early welsh and Irish. 





Conclusion
The attempt to accurately describe the Welsh Otherworld using the extant texts we have is as frustrating as it is fascinating. Although little can be claimed with absolute certainty there are several key features in the Pedeir Keinc that allow some conclusions to be drawn. The first is that the etymology of Annwfn mark it primarily as a chthonic otherworld, though it is also at times contiguous with the mundane world and can also be reached by sea. This variability seems to be characteristic of many Otherworlds. There is a link with the Irish síd thought the connection to hills and mounds is not so strongly apparent. Seemingly, mounds like Gorsedd Arberth were used more as a location around which the Otherworld could be experienced but were not entrances into Annwfn itself. Although other names are used to describe the otherworld such as Kaer Sidi in other Welsh manuscripts, there is enough evidence to suggest that these represent certain territories within a single otherworldly realm. The ruler of this realm is titled Pen Annwfn. There is an association with beauty, abundance, and luxury in terms of the life that can be had there, where worries about old age and death are non-existent. When visiting Annwfyn Pwyll, one is greeted by the sight of the beautiful and exotic looking buildings of Arawn’s court where every person is fair of form and exquisitely dressed. Food and drink are plentiful, and time allows decades to pass in the blink of an eye whilst leaving the revellers as youthful as ever. People and items from Annwfn have magical properties and some such as the Cauldron of rebirth and the Cauldron of Pen Annwfyn are coveted by others, which can lead to violence. The fantastical nature of Annwfn provided Medieval storytellers with the perfect setting in which to set the dynamic action between Celtic mythological figures and although less detailed than the Irish sources, the allusions to mythology, courtly life and custom make the Celtic Other world as represented in the Pedeir Keinc a rich source for exploration and interpretation.   
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