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The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi, are a distinct group of four narrative tales within the wider collection of eleven medieval Welsh prose stories, that have come to be known collectively as The Mabinogion.[footnoteRef:1]  Together comprising the earliest surviving literature of Britain, these tales are preserved primarily within two medieval manuscripts; the Red Book of Hergest/ Llyfr Coch Hergest (date estimated between 1382 and c1410)[footnoteRef:2] and the earlier White Book of Rhydderch, Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch (c1340).[footnoteRef:3]  Two additional and quite separate manuscript fragments also survive, these being a single leaf each from two of the four branches,[footnoteRef:4] both written in the mid-late 1200s (very likely as part of the same manuscript; the rest of which is now lost) – thus predating the White Book by a half century or so.  These surviving manuscript witnesses are themselves mere copies; edited and/or revised transcripts of much earlier manuscripts; long since lost; recording stories of oral origin dating far beyond the era in which they were here, eventually, written.  Clearly rooted in oral tradition stretching far back into prehistory, the Four Branches resonate with themes of ancient myth and legend, merging the magical dream state of the Celtic Otherworld with earthly reality.  Yet the language and culture portrayed in the tales very firmly reflects that of late-11th through early-12th century Wales; when the tales are believed to have been initially written down in a form closest resembling these surviving 13th - 14th century manuscript versions.[footnoteRef:5]   [1:  The Four Branches; Pwyll Pendefig Dyfed / Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed; Branwen ferch Llr / Branwen, Daughter of Llŷ Branwen; Manawydan fab Llr / Manawydan, son of Llŷr; Math fab Mathonwy / Math, son of Mathonwy.  The remaining seven, subcategorised by modern scholars as; four independent narratives Culhwych ac Olwen / Culhwych and Olwen, Lludd a Llefelys / Lludd and Llefelys, Breuddwyd Macsen Wledig / The dream of macsen Wledig, Breudwyd Rhonabwy/Rhonabwy’s Dream, and three later tales in the style of Aruthurian Romance, Owein / The Lady of the Fountain, Peredur Son of Efrawg and Geraint Son of Erbin. In Breeze, A.  Medieval Literature (Dublin. Four Courts Press. 1997).]  [2:  The Red Book of Hergest is held at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS Jesus College 111, dated between 1382 and c1410.]  [3:  The White Book of Rhydderch is held in the National Library of Wales, MS Peniarth 4-5, dated c1350.  ]  [4:  Fragment each of Branwen and Manawydan; Peniarth MS 6, parts i & ii, held at the National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth.]  [5:  Bollard, J.K. & Griffiths, A. The Mabinogi: Legend and Landscape of Wales (Ceredigion, Gomer Press, 2006), p9.] 


These medieval manuscripts have survived, largely through chance and good fortune, within the private library collections of certain wealthy individuals, from where they eventually passed to be now more securely preserved in modern national archive collections.  Interest in these documents is far from new, yet it is only in recent decades that their true value as historic and literary witness – has come to be recognised.  The lexicographer John Davies, for example, includes a quote from Math fab Myfonwy, in reference to the ‘mabin’ in his 1632 Antiquae linguae Britannicae.[footnoteRef:6] It would however be a further century and a half before the first modern English translations of the stories were published by William Owen Pugh as journal articles in 1795, 1821 and 1829,[footnoteRef:7] and several decades more before the stories gained wider appeal following Lady Charlotte Guest’s 1838-1845 publication of her own bilingual versions; presenting the stories for the first time in both Welsh and English.  Republished in 1877, and publicised through her own privileged social network, Guest’s work opened the ancient tales to a much a wider audience, with her translations going on to serve as the accepted standard right through to 1948, when Gwyn Jones and Thomas Jones published their Everyman translation, as the first alternative version in almost a century.  Translation does not, however, equate analysis or insight, and right through until the late 20th century the historic relevance of the wider mabinogion tales, and the Four Branches of the Mabinogi in particular, remained under-appreciated; the long-standing view being that these jumbled tales were little more than the fragmented remains of pre-Christian Celtic myth spliced with international folklore.  In recent decades this narrow perspective has been challenged through deeper investigation, greater historic insight, and wider perspective, leading to a greater recognition of the Four Branches as a complex and sophisticated narratives of huge historic and literary significance.  [6:  John Davies, 'Antiquae Linguae Britannicae ...’ In Peoples Collection (available online: see bibliography).]  [7:  Pughe, William Owen. ‘The Mabinogion, or Juvenile Amusements, Being Ancient Welsh Romances’, in Cambrian Register, 177–87. 1795.  Pughe, William Owen. 1821. "The Tale of Pwyll." Cambro-Briton Journal 2 (18): 271–75. Pughe, William Owen. 1829. "The Mabinogi: Or, the Romance of Math Ab Mathonwy." The Cambrian Quarterly Magazine and Celtic Repository 1: 170–79.] 


‘Mabinogion’ as a term has no simple or direct translation, yet it features not only as the title heading of the Four Branches but also occurs twice elsewhere in medieval poetry, including what is thought to be the earliest use of the word in a set of Englynion dated between the late-11th and mid-12th centuries.[footnoteRef:8]  Linguistically the word is thought to derive from the Welsh ‘mab’ meaning son or boy, so that its use as a title here suggests stories that are ‘for’ or about a boy, or boys, or stories about youth or youthful exploits, through the related Welsh word mebyd meaning the period of a man’s life spanning teen-to-early-adult.  Yet the word could, equally, mean quite simply a ‘story’.  An alternative theory has been postulated, with Professor Eric Hap’s suggestion that Mabinogi in fact derives from the Celtic God Maponos, the ‘divine son’ of Matrona, the ‘divine mother’ (in Welsh her name is Mabon ap Modron).[footnoteRef:9]   No consensus agreement exists, and it may be that both theories are of equal relevance in the etymology of a word that has developed in parallel to the culture of the people using that word, over an extended period of time, thus incorporating these multiple layers of meaning.  The term ‘branch’ is equally open to interpretation, its Welsh origins as cainc suggesting the branches of a tree growing out from the main trunk, with connotations of medieval French signifying a division within the text, indicating a story branch, or branches, leading off from the main story body or ‘trunk’.  Indeed the stories are structured in just this way, with multiple narrative threads sprouting off and away from their starting point, separating, overlapping and interconnecting, sometimes returning to pick up where they earlier left off – sometimes remaining unresolved – in a format that is both chronological and episodic [footnoteRef:10] and marked by two qualities of particular note; 1) the unusual array of incident, including violence, otherworldly encounters and dreamlike states, irrational and sometimes contradictory events that are 2) skimmed over by the redactor with apparent indifference.[footnoteRef:11]  The effect is at once disconcerting and reassuring, both entertaining and unnerving, as the reader is left to respond on their own terms, unencumbered by the storytellers own projected thoughts or emotions.   [8:  Luft, D. ‘The Meaning of Mabinogi’ in Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, Vol 62 (2011), p59]  [9:  Bollard, J.K. & Griffiths, A. The Mabinogi: Legend and Landscape of Wales (Ceredigion, Gomer Press, 2006), p121]  [10:  Davies, S. ‘Written Texts as Performance: The Implications for Middle Welsh Prose Narratives’ in Literacy in Medieval Celtic Societies, ed Pryce, H., p140.]  [11:  Breeze, A.  Medieval Literature (Dublin. Four Courts Press. 1997), p72-74.] 


Since the 19th century, the more accurate ‘mabinogi’ has been somewhat superseded by the more generalised ‘Mabinogion’, which as a term is something of misnomer, arising originally through scribal error, with ‘mabinogi’ miscopied as ‘mabinogion’ in medieval manuscript.  It is an error that occurs only once; at the end of the First Branch in The White Book: ‘Ac yuelly y teruyna y hon yma o‘r Mabynnoggyon’ / and here ends the Mabinogion.  Yet‘mabinogion’ has come to be accepted not only as plural but as the overarching term for the eleven tales in general, through a misappropriation generally attributed to Lady Charlotte Guest’s decision to conjoin the eleven stories together in her 19th Century English translation; labelling them collectively as ‘The Mabinogion’.[footnoteRef:12]  The ‘blame’ however is not entirely Lady Charlotte Guest’s own, because, as Diana Luft points out in her 2011 ‘The Meaning of Mabinogi’ article in Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, the word Mabinogi had been in use as a term of reference for any medieval Welsh prose tale, long before Guest applied it (albeit it incorrectly) as plural term – with Rachel Bromwich suggesting that the idea appears to originate, not with Lady Charlotte Guest but much earlier, with William Owen Pugh and others in the 18th century using the terms interchangeably.[footnoteRef:13]  It is, however, the Four Branches alone that are distinguished by this title, within the manuscripts themselves.  Both the White and red books contain a variation of the same colophon statement: ‘and so ends this branch of the Mabinogi’, while the red book signifies their opening also, with the preface: ‘here begins the mabinogi’.  In addition to this scribal identification, Four Branches are distinguished by shared themes and motifs, common to these four yet noticeably absent from the other seven, thus setting the Four Branches apart as a distinct subset of individual yet interconnected tales, within the wider collection.[footnoteRef:14]  Their relationship to the wider mabinogion collective is, however, not clear.  The total eleven tales differ widely in style, date and authorship, [footnoteRef:15] and within this collective the Four Branches stand apart, as a connected whole.  The titles as they now exist are, however, a modern invention, for the manuscripts do not define the individual tales in this way; it is modern translators who have chosen to do this, heading each Branch according to significant character names (Pwyll, Branwen, Manawydan and Math),  The supposition of their sequential order is also a modern invention, for the manuscript versions do not present the tales in this way.  Equally, it is impossible to know for certain how true these C13th-14th copies are to the C11th-12th versions from which they were copied, and how those earlier versions may have differed from the oral tales from which they were derived, for while the colophon notes provided by the copying scribes give us details of who worked on which piece, who they were working for, etc., there is no way of knowing how much was edited, altered or omitted, to suit the remit of commissioners, or through personal nuances and error of the particular scribe at work.  Furthermore, the stories as they appear in the manuscripts are not all complete; only the Red Book contains the total eleven (including the Four Branches) while the White book contains some but not all (recorded variably in part or full version) and the additional two separate manuscript pages comprise only fragmentary passages from just two (the second and third) of the Four Branches.  The very question of how many branches originally existed, or were once recorded, is open for debate, and a debate that can never be settled, in the absence of further supporting evidence (ie; additional manuscripts, that may or may not be one day discovered).  The fact that there are just four branches surviving today, does not mean there were only ever these four to begin with.  The manuscript colophons state ‘here ends this branch of the Mabinogi; they do not state ‘here ends this branch of the total four branches’.  Likewise, the assumption of the total eleven stories as a collective is a modern phenomenon – so too the postulation of the Four Branches as the beginning point for this collective total.  Nobody knows how many stories there may have been preserved in original manuscript version; whether there were additional tales; if the tales as they survive now exist in their entirety, or if certain aspects have been forgotten, lost, or deliberately edited out.  Whether there were any more manuscript collections and/or separate pages, additional to these few surviving examples, or how these manuscripts (known and unknown) originally related to each other; if at all?  Again, the assumptions that now exist (of the eleven stories as a collective whole, and the Four Branches as a subset within that collective) can be attributed primarily to Lady Charlotte Guest’s decision to present her own translation collection in this order, under the plural title The Mabinogion, starting with the Four Branches (Pwyll, Branwen, Manawydan, Math) and continuing on through the other seven.   [12:  Davies, S. The Mabinogion. (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007). Intro p x]  [13:  Luft, D. ‘The Meaning of Mabinogi’ in Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, Vol 62 (2011), p60-68.]  [14:  Strong narrative links exist, specifically between the First and Third, and First and Fourth, and the Second and Third branches, so that although each can be read as a complete story in its own right, they together inteconnect, to form a longer narrative unfolding.  Mac Cana, P, The Mabinogi, 2nd Edition (Cardiff, Wales, University of Wales Press. 1992) p23.]  [15:  Davies, S. Davies, S. ‘Written Texts as Performance: The Implications for Middle Welsh Prose Narratives’ in Literacy in Medieval Celtic Societies, ed Pryce, H. p133.
] 


The oldest complete version of the Four Branches is contained within the White Book of Rhydderch / Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch, written it is believed around 1340 and now preserved as MS Peniarth 4-5 in the National Library of Wales.  Originally a single volume later divided to survive now in two separate parts, the White Book is a compendium of poetry and prose, presumably named after the colour of its early binding (leather dyed white) and the man believed to have originally commissioned and owned it; Rhydderch ap Ieuan Llwyd of Llangeitho in Cardiganshire, West Wales (c. 1325-c. 1400), descendant of the Lord Rhys Rhys ap Gruffydd, high status 12th century ruler of south-west Wales (b1132; ruled from 1155 to his death in 1197).[footnoteRef:16]  In its original form the White Book would have been much larger and more imposing, but its size and appearance have changed dramatically through the process of cropping and rebinding, reducing its pages to 9 by 6 inches, in two separate volumes.  The Four Branches are preserved in one volume (Peniarth MS 4) together with six of the (total eleven) tales – The Dream of Rhonabwy noticeable only by its absence.  There is no evidence that this story was ever included, most likely because ‘Rhonabwy’ is a somewhat later tale, not included in the White Book for the simple reason that it did not yet exist, when the White Book was compiled.  Either that, or it somehow became separated from the other material, and was lost.   Peniarth MS 5 (originally the first part of the manuscript, now volume 2) contains an eclectic range of religious prose, adapted into Welsh from the original Latin.  [16:  Dictionary of Welsh Biography, Online. ] 

 
Scrupulously studied by Daniel Huws,[footnoteRef:17] the White book appears to have been written around 1350 and comprises many important manuscripts, including Welsh prose, translations from French, copied versions of the Triads of the Island of Britain, ancient Welsh poems, and the later addition of primary religious texts.[footnoteRef:18] Analysis of handwriting styles suggests the White Book to be the work of five different scribes, and is believed to have been produced – at least in part – at the Cistercian Abbey of Strata Florida (Latin adaptation of the Welsh Ystrad Fflur; ‘Valley of Flowers’), a religious academic institution known to have been founded some two centuries earlier in 1164, under sponsorship of Rhydderch’s predecessor the Lord Rhys ap Gruffyd, during his time as ruler of Dinefwr (1155-1197).[footnoteRef:19]  Here the manuscripts comprising the White Book were not produced in isolation, but as part of a much wider, and long-established tradition of family patronage stretching back long before Rhydderch’s own mid-14th century input; as evidenced in colophon notes citing Rhydderch ap Ieuan Llwyd’s predecessors as commissioners of earlier manuscript translations from Latin to Welsh – the link coming through Rhydderch’s great-great grandfather Maradudd ab Owain (b1210-d1265).  A substantial figure in West Wales, Maradudd may not have had literary interests himself but it appears that his children did; as evidenced in the manuscript colophon of a separate manuscript Cronicl Turpin (written between 1265 and 1282), stating that ‘Madog ap Selyf translated this book from Latin into Welsh, at the request and desire of Gruffudd fab Maredudd ab Owain’.  Earlier fragments cite this same Madog translating The Assumption of the Blessed Virgin also for Gruffud, son of Maredudd, while a third colophon (ending the Athanasian Creed) states that: ‘Brother Gruffudd Bola turned it from Latin into Welsh for the love of Efa daughter of Maredudd ab Owain and her honour’.[footnoteRef:20]  The White Book is believed to have remained in the family's possession until about the middle of the fifteenth century (by which time it was located at Rhiwedog, near Bala) – attracting much attention from scholars and antiquarians alike, with a number of copies known to have been made, including those by Richard Langford of Trefalun in 1573, Roger Morris (fl. 1580-1607) from Coedytalwrn, Sir Thomas Wiliems, in about 1594, and Jasper Gryffyth (d. 1614).  By about 1634 the manuscript was held by Flintshire antiquary and copyist, John Jones of Gellilyfdy, who then allowed the lexicographer Dr John Davies of Mallwyd to make a list of its contents; this exercise revealing that some of its pages had by then already been lost.  Passing to the antiquarian Robert Vaughan in about 1658, the manuscript was then preserved (by now in two parts) in his library at Hengwrt near Dolgelau, Gwynedd, together with other significant Welsh manuscripts including the Black Book of Carmarthen, Book of Taliesin,  the Book of Aneirin, and the Brut y Tywysogion.[footnoteRef:21]  This library collection was inherited by William Watkin Edward Wynne of Peniarth in 1859, and later purchased by John Williams who in 1904 donated the entire collection to the new National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth, where the White Book remains today preserved in two volumes; ceremoniously rebound in goatskin in 1940.  [17:  A former Keeper of Manuscripts at the National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth, Daniel Huws is the leading authority on Welsh medieval manuscripts. ‘About the Author’ University of Wales Press Online. 
]  [18:  Bollard, J.K. & Griffiths, A. The Mabinogi: Legend and Landscape of Wales (Ceredigion, Gomer Press, 2006).]  [19:  Much of Strata Florida’s history and material wealth would be destroyed during Henry VII’s 16th Century reformation, yet it is known to have been an important seat of learning.  The Strata Florida Project Online.]  [20:  Breeze, A.  Medieval Literature (Dublin. Four Courts Press. 1997), p67.]  [21:  Hengwrt was a grange of the Cistercian Cymer Abbey, at Dolgellau in Gwynedd, in north-west Wales, which was dissolved under Henry VIII’s 16th Century reformation and later purchased by Hywel Vaughan of Gwengraig, remaining in the Vaughan family for many years.  Rebuilt around 1750 on the site of the earlier building, and remodelled in 1830, Hengwrt mansion was demolished in 1962 following a fire, although some of its outbuildings do still survive. ] 


The slightly later Red Book of Hergest (Llyfr Coch Hergest) is named also after the colour of its leather outer binding and place of location during the mid-fifteenth century; Hergest Court, near Kington on the border with Herefordshire; which then also belonged to the Vaughan family.  The Red Book is a much larger compendium than the White Book; a substantial collection of medieval Welsh poetry, historical prose, and prose narrative; known more specifically to have been compiled for Glamorgan nobleman Hopcyn ap Thomas ab Einion[footnoteRef:22] (fl. 1337-1408) sometime between 1382 and 1410, during an era of great political and cultural upheaval culminating in the uprising of Owain Glyndŵr.[footnoteRef:23]  Hopcyn ap Thomas ab Einion and his brother Rhys were key players in the commissioning and production of manuscripts containing both older Welsh texts and those translated from Latin and French.  It was one of their regularly employed scribes, Hywel Fychen, who copied the texts for the Four Branches – as evidenced in another Welsh manuscript (Philadelphia Public Library Company, MS 86800) containing a colophon citing Hywel Fychan ap Hywel Goch as the writer of this and also the Red Book; copied by Hywel ‘for his master’ Hopcyn ap Tomas’.  The Hopcyn library changed ownership several times, with texts evidently made available to borrow for copying by whoever might want, including the Welsh naturalist, botanist, linguist, geographer and antiquary Edward Lhuyd (1660 – 30 June 1709), whose copy was donated in 1701 to Jesus College Oxford, where it remains today as MS Jesus College 111, copied again by a Ioan Tegidwhen (a student at University of Oxford c.1815-17) who later assisted lady Charlotte Guest in her 1838-45 translation and bilingual publication of The Mabinogion.  Unlike the White Book, the Red book includes the Dream of Rhonabwy, thus comprising the entire eleven mabinogion stories including the Four Branches, together with various historical texts; a Welsh translation of Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae, poems and a series of Triads, and a collection of herbal remedies attributed to Rhiwallon Feddyg, the first of a family of country doctors who lived in the parish of Myddfai, collectively known as the Physicians of Myddfai.[footnoteRef:24]   [22:  Hopcyn ap Tomas ab Einion, ‘Hopcyn ap Tomas ab Einion’ Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.]  [23:  The Revolt of Owain Glyndor’. BBC Wales online ]  [24:  The physicians of Myddfai have survived as charaacters in Welsh folklore, yet they are very firmly rooted in genuine history, as respected and valued practitioners of herbal medicine; a patriarchal line maintaining generations of  medical knowledge acquired originally from the Otherwordly source of their fairy-folk mother.   Pughe, J.  The Physicians of Myddfai; or; the Medical Practice of the Celebrated Rhiwallon and His Sons, of Myddfai, in Carmarthenshire.  Somerset, Llancherch Press: facsimile reprint of original published in Llandovery, 1861, and translated into English by John Pughe (1993).] 


The two additional separate fragments are more difficult to define, being loose leaves that presumably once belonged to the one same, more complete, manuscript, and a supposition that arises from the fact that these two separate pages are written in the same hand, together dated to the second half of the 13th century.  Many questions remain unanswerable.  Are these fragments the tantalising remains of a whole other, much earlier complete manuscript volume?  Or are they merely the practice pieces of a trainee scribe, discarded but for some reason surviving?  It is impossible to say.  The primary value of these two fragmented excerpts, in piecing together the puzzle of the manuscript trail, is to demonstrate the Mabinogi’s existence in written form several generations – a century or more – earlier than The White Book.  Not only this, but the language and spelling used in these short fragments suggests they were copied from even earlier sources, suggesting that The Mabinogi existed in something resembling its present form as far back as the late 11th century.[footnoteRef:25]      [25:  Bollard, J.K. & Griffiths, A. The Mabinogi: Legend and Landscape of Wales (Ceredigion, Gomer Press, 2006)] 


Much debate surrounds the date at which the Four Branches may have first been written down.  Sir Ifor Williams suggested 1060, based on his theory of configured tales from Gwynedd, Dyfed and Gwent, through the free movement of poets and storytellers under Gruffudd ap Llwelyan’s Sovereign rule of all Wales at this time, while Saunders-Lewis postulated the somewhat later 1170-1190, based on extent on Anglo-Norman conflict referenced within the narrative of the Four Branches, matching to historical events in this era of history.  Thomas Charles-Edwards later weighed up the merits of both theories and conceding a probable 1050-1120, conceding with more honesty that any date is largely speculative, in the absence of more concrete evidence, while Patrick Sims-Williams more recently offered a more vague range of 1060-1200.[footnoteRef:26]  Debate also rests on the subject of authorship, with the question of how many authors – one, or several?  Writing at once, or across a protracted period?  And what of the author’s gender?  It has long been assumed that the author was male.  Challenging this assumption, Andrew Breeze confidently asserts that the author was in fact a woman – and not just any woman, but the 12th century princess Gwenllian, daughter of the King of Gwynedd, writing (so he suggests, in 1128), evidencing his theory; that only a woman would have knowledge of, or concern for, the many aspects of female experience featuring so prominently in the text; and that a male writer would not so readily give place women at centre stage – citing the Mabinogi as: ‘that rare thing, a feminist fairy story in which the roles are reversed and it is resourceful princesses who rescue princes’.[footnoteRef:27]   [26:  Mac Cana, P. The Mabinogi (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 1992), p22-23]  [27:  ‘Is this Welsh princess the first British woman author?’ The Independent (11/01/1997).] 

Whenever the Four Branches were committed to this surviving written form, it is likely that ‘redactor’ rather than ‘author’ is the correct term, for a complex set of tales evolving over time, to be eventually recorded in written form, with their content and structure indicating a long and complex history of story-development, rooted in oral tradition stretching back to prehistory yet firmly planted within the reality of C11th-12th medieval Welsh civic society.  Extremely complex in content and structure, the tales merge fantastical ancient myth and pseudo-history with the mundane realities of medieval Welsh life, slipping effortlessly between Otherworld dream-state and the mundanities of daily life, in an amalgamation of Indo-European tales, incorporating more localised Welsh and Irish with wider themes and motifs of international resonance, in stories that were evidently intended to be heard rather than read; to be experienced, perhaps interacted with, as performance pieces, rather than read in quiet solitude.  This is, of course, fairly standard with medieval manuscripts, which were – in an era of widespread illiteracy – generally intended to be read out loud to an audience, as opposed to being read by one person alone, and this is glaringly apparent within the text of the Four Branches, which ‘come to life’ when read out loud; even more so in the original Welsh, when the alliteration and rhythm is most obvious.[footnoteRef:28]  The fast pace, concise narrative, and generous use of dialogue lend themselves perfectly to oral performance.  And whoever the author was (creating the earlier 11th-12th manuscripts from which these later C13th-14th were copied), they were indeed highly skilled in  their ability to condense complicated history and protracted series of events into just a few words; transporting the listener effortlessly through time, within the space of a few lines, moving the action forward and maintaining the listeners attention; entertaining and amusing an audience whilst at the same time delivering a more serious message, addressing a fundamental theme of human life; the rights and wrongs of behaviour.  Not merely an entertaining romp through pseudo-history, the Four branches offer a philosophical discourse on how to behave appropriately, in easy to assimilate soap-opera form, appealing universally to all ages and all eras; in effect, an instruction manual in how to behave; how to be a good citizen.[footnoteRef:29]   In this context the stories themselves serve as exemplar, a series of cautionary tales to simultaneously entertain and guide people in how to live, how to behave, with the manuscripts serving perhaps as ‘script’ for public performance; a memory aid to both the storyteller and audience, and a fact that becomes evident when the texts are read out loud – particularly in the original Welsh, for here their alliteration and rhythm is most obvious – much more so that when read to oneself in silence, as modern readers now tends to do (but medieval people, in general, did not).[footnoteRef:30]   [28:  Sioned Davies discusses her own modern translation of the Mabinogi, explaining her choice of English words to maintain the rhythmic sound and feel of the original Wlesh ‘performance’ nature of the text, for example, the ‘clip clop’ of horses hooves, conveyed through the rhythmic words.  ‘In Our Time’ The Mabinogi. Melvin Bragg in discussion with Sioned Davies, Helen Fulton and Juliette Wood. 10/05/2018. Available online at https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0b1p5k7]  [29:  Bollard, J.K. & Griffiths, A. The Mabinogi: Legend and Landscape of Wales (Ceredigion, Gomer Press, 2006), p9.]  [30:  Sioned Davies explaining her choice of English words (translated from Welsh) to maintain the rhythmic sound and feel of the original Wlesh ‘performance’ nature of the text, for example, the ‘clip clop’ of horses hooves, conveyed through the rhythmic words.  ‘In Our Time’ Radio 4.  The Mabinogi. Melvin Bragg in discussion with Sioned Davies, Helen Fulton and Juliette Wood. ] 


In this context, these surviving manuscripts serve as witness to the political and social climate of the time in which they were written, and later copied.  The Four Branches are both a literary work, written with the commissioning reader (rather than aural audience) in mind,[footnoteRef:31] and native vernacular, deeply rooted in traditions of oral storytelling.  Yet they are also a political treatise, social commentary and tool for control; firmly aligned to the era in which these written versions were produced, in this way belying the psych of both their commissioning directors and target audience.  Thus, the Four Branches offer a window on medieval Welsh life across the social spectrum, during an era of great turmoil – evolving, as these stories did, against a backdrop of unfolding social, political and economic turmoil, over a protracted period of time, as Wales fought – and ultimately failed – to retain independence from Anglo-Norman conquest.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Parker, Will. The Four branches of the Mabinogi (USA, Bardic Press 2005), p77.]  [32:  Davies, S. ‘Written Text as Performance’ in Pryce, H (editor) Literacy in Medieval Celtic Societies (UK, CUP 1998), p134.
] 
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