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[bookmark: _Hlk532547795]To what period does Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi belong? What theories relating to dating have been proposed and is it possible to date the Mabinogi accurately?
In considering to what period Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi ‘belongs’, the immediate questions that arise are whether this refers to the date of its setting, or to the time of its composition, or when it held a particular significance for its audience, as listeners or readers. What indeed is meant by the time of composition where we are talking of an orally-derived work? 
Attempts to date the Mabinogi have of necessity proceeded on the assumption that the individual branches, whether or not they at some time existed as separate tales or as components of a larger work, comprise essentially the text contained in the surviving manuscripts and that, generally[footnoteRef:1], they as such form a unity, that is, are the work of one ‘author’ or redactor. Consequently, such attempts have focussed on pinpointing the moment of its written composition in a form in some way equivalent in complexity to our surviving text and taken that moment to be where the text ‘belongs’ as a culturally valued and significant product. [1:  Jackson (K. H. Jackson, The International Popular Tale and Early Welsh Tradition (Cardiff: University of Wales Press,1961)), Davies (S. Davies, ‘Pedeir Keinc Y Mabinogi: A Case for Multiple Authorship?’ in G.W. McLennan ed., Celtic Languages and Celtic Peoples: Proceedings of the Second North American Congress of Celtic Studies, (Halifax, NS, 1986), 443-591) and Sturzer (N. Sturzer, ‘Inconsistencies and infelicities in the Welsh Tales’ Studia Celtica 37 (2003), 127-42) are exceptions here. ] 

Curiously, and perhaps as a validation of such efforts, many of the theories that underpin them do not place a very high value on the pre-existing oral tales, which surely must have still had a considerable status when they were committed to writing. In other words, they could not have been viewed as just fairy stories or common folklore: certainly the Triads, which comprise similar material, were not so regarded.[footnoteRef:2] It is difficult to see how any redactor could have produced an integrated work from discrete episodes which were not felt to be relevant nor to ‘belong’ to the milieu in which they were recited, or would have taken the effort to do so.  [2:  Trioedd Ynys Prydein in M. Stephens ed., The New Companion to the Literature of Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1998) 735-6.] 

Sioned Davies has summarised the little that is known about the storyteller’s functions and place in medieval society and concluded that the status of story teller or cyfarwydd was not incompatible with that of chief poet or pencerdd.[footnoteRef:3] It can be assumed the sophistication of oral recitation in royal courts was at its highest just before it disappeared with the loss of this patronage system. In this sense, the Four Branches also clearly ‘belong’ to the time during which they were circulating as oral narratives. [3:  S. Davies, ‘Storytelling in Medieval Wales’, Oral Tradition, 7: (1992), 231-57. While Davies, when considering the cultural standing of the oral tales, gives due weight to the estimation of Gwydion’s performance as cyfarwydd during his visit to Pryderi’s court in Math, Sturzer (Sturzer,’ Inconsistencies and Infelicities) suggests he was merely skilful in telling anecdotes. His views, like those of Jackson (Jackson, The International Popular Tale) who sees in the Four Branches an antiquarian attempt to preserve culturally defunct folkloric motifs and tales, would seem to see little value being invested in the texts even when committed to writing.] 

The starting point for any attempt at dating the literary text of the Mabinogi involves a consideration of the manuscript evidence. In a rare display of unanimity on dating questions, scholars have been content to rest on the authority of Daniel Huws in ascribing NLW Peniarth 6 parts i and ii, the manuscripts in which the earliest fragments of the tales, are found, to the second half of the thirteenth century.[footnoteRef:4] These extracts comprise one leaf from Bendigeidfran[footnoteRef:5] and one from Manawydan and on the basis of the script used and the squared dimensions of the manuscript pages, Huws not only rests his judgement of their date but also his opinion that they were written by the same scribe and are from the same original manuscript.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  D. Huws, ‘Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch’ in D. Huws, Medieval Welsh Manuscripts (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000) 227-68.]  [5:  Ian Hughes’ proposal in his edition of the Second Branch that the tale is better identified by this name is followed here.]  [6:   D. Huws, (2017) ‘Prof Jane Cartwright interviews Daniel Huws’ Available at: https://youtube.com/watch?v=4L-5TNk8BG8&feature=youtu.be (Accessed: 28.12.2018).] 

The earliest complete text of the Mabinogi, found in Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch (the White Book of Rhydderch, NLW Peniarth 4 and 5), is considered by Huws on the basis of orthography to have been written about 1350 and to be ‘more or less all of a piece’.[footnoteRef:7] It also includes the other tales forming the Mabinogion except Breuddwyd Rhonabwy. Llyfr Coch Hergest (the Red Book of Hergest) which was copied between 1382 and c.1400[footnoteRef:8] contains a complete version of the Mabinogion. The Red Book’s Mabinogi is not copied from the White Book, nor either of these from the text of the fragments, but Huws is inclined to regard both complete versions, as well as the fragmentary texts, as derived from one common lost text because of the similarity of the texts and shared errors they contain.  [7:  Huws, ‘Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch’ p.228.]  [8:  The National Library of Wales [online] Available: https://www.library.wales/discover/digital-gallery/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/white-book-of-rhydderch <accessed 28 December 18>. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk534047222]The exemplars of the Mabinogi, as part of compendia of Welsh secular prose comprised in the White Book and the Red Book, find their literary place in the context of other surviving early anthologies of similar date – the Hendregadredd Manuscript (begun after 1282), an anthology of the court poetry of the Welsh princes, the Book of Taliesin from the first half of fourteenth century and the religious prose in Peniarth 14 from the late thirteenth century. The inclusion of the Mabinogi in such collections, held to be worth being copied, suggests a value placed on the work as a written text for almost a century, particularly as the texts were not derived from one another. Catherine McKenna has argued that the ten Mabinogion tales in the White Book were regarded by the Welsh sponsors of the collection as an important contribution to the literary narrative entertainments in vogue in the fourteenth century, such as the Charlemagne cycle.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  C. A. McKenna, ‘Reading with Rhydderch: Mabinogion Texts in Manuscript Context’, ] 

Linguistic evidence might be thought to offer another objective approach to dating.  The language of the prose in the Four Branches is Middle Welsh, used from the mid twelfth century, but as little textual evidence from the period survives, there are difficulties in establishing precisely when the linguistic change from Old Welsh to Middle Welsh took place. One of the englynion which Gwydion sings to Lleu in the Fourth Branch is Old Welsh rather than Middle Welsh, but that says nothing about the age of the tale itself, as older poetry is also inserted in later prose tales in medieval Irish texts and Trystan ac Esyllt[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  T.M. Charles-Edwards, ‘The Date of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Transactions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, (1970), 263-98.] 

Charles-Edwards, in his influential consideration of the dating of the Four Branches, supports Ifor Williams’ argument that the preservation of Old Welsh spellings of stlys and stryw in Bendigeidfran, without the initial ‘y’ of Middle Welsh, might indicate that there was a pre-Norman manuscript tradition.[footnoteRef:11] However, he observed such assertions can be countered with arguments that archaisms could result from their use by the author employed in style to indicate the tales were set in the past, or from scribal conservatism, or from retention from the oral tradition of the formulaic elements in texts, such as greetings, descriptions denoting passage of time and exclamations.  [11:   Ibid.] 

The situation is little clearer with regard to the vocabulary in the Mabinogi with probably the latest date, comprising the three French loan words pali, cordwal and swmer. Arguments have turned on extent of interaction between the Welsh and the Normans in the Marches area during the eleventh and twelfth centuries which would facilitate such borrowings.[footnoteRef:12] In any event, their presence is not conclusive: they might have been included in the text at a late date in its history, since the terminology plays no crucial part in the tales.  [12:  Charles-Edwards, ‘The Date of the Four Branches’.] 

Relative dating of the Mabinogion tales with each other has also proved difficult. Linguistically, Culhwch and Olwen appears to be the oldest tale in the collection and to predate the Mabinogi, but although commonly dated to about 1100, Simon Rodway has argued that its orthography could point to a mid-twelfth century date.[footnoteRef:13] While the Four Branches contain fewer French loanwords than the Breuddwyd Rhonabwy, a text usually dated to thirteenth century, Charles-Edwards and Hamp dispute this date and hold it to be contemporary with Madog ap Maredudd, who is mentioned in it and died in 1160.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  S. Rodway, ‘Date and Authorship of Culhwch and Olwen: a reassessment’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 49:(2005), 21-44 summarizing previous scholarship including M. Watkin and P. Mac Cana who argued for the earlier date.]  [14:  Charles-Edwards, ‘The Date of the Four Branches’ and E. Hamp, ‘Mabinogi and Archaism’, Celtica 23: (1999), 96-110. This dating was disputed by E.M. Slotkin, ‘The Fabula, Story and Text of Breuddwyd Rhonabwy’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 18: (1989) 89-111.] 

Simon Rodway, the author of one of the most current reviews of issues of dating, has put forward his own proposals for the linguistic dating of all the Mabinogion tales after examining the frequency in the tales of -ws/-wys endings, the third person singular preterite indicative ending which disappeared from the literary language by the beginning of fourteenth century.[footnoteRef:15] Comparing the results from the Mabinogion with data from the court poetry and from the thirteenth and early fourteen century manuscripts, he suggests that the text of the Four Branches dates from before the middle of the thirteenth century. This has the happy effect of tying in with Huws’ judgement as to the date of earliest fragmentary manuscripts and perhaps a little earlier to give a terminus ante quem for a first written version of the Mabinogi. [15:  S. Rodway, ‘The Where, Who, When and Why of Medieval Prose Texts: Some Methodological Considerations’, Studia Celtica, 41: (2007) 47-89. ] 

But if tales always existed in various versions, then orthography could be preserved or changed, or indeed speed of change might be different in different areas and contexts. Charles-Edwards himself, having failed in an attempt to establish the possible level of fluidity of the text of the Mabinogi after its assumed date of its first committal to writing, judged that dating from close reading of the texts might be impossible. While it seems we have a canonical version of the Mabinogi, because there is comparatively little variation between the texts ― when compared with ‘Peredur’ for example ― it may simply be that the surviving copies belong to the same branch of the textual tradition.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  T. M. Charles-Edwards, ‘The Textual Tradition of Medieval Welsh Prose Tales and the Problem of Dating’ in B. Maier et al., eds., 150 Jahre Mabinogion deutsch-walisische Kulturbeziehungen (Tϋbingen: Max Niemeyer, 2001), 23-39. ] 

Eric Hamp, commenting on the linguistic arguments of Ifor Williams and Charles-Edwards referred to above, concluded, ‘the really solid evidence for the close dating and interesting cultural placement of Pedeir Keinc text is exclusively non-linguistic in nature[footnoteRef:17] and many scholars have sought instead to date the texts by establishing correlations between them and historical personages or events. [17:  E. Hamp, ‘Mabinogi and Archaism’, Celtica, 23: (1999) 96-110 p.100.] 

Perhaps the most notorious of such approaches is Andrew Breeze’s positing as author of the Mabinogi of Gwenllian (c.1098-1136) daughter of Gruffudd ap Cynan, ruler of Gwynedd and wife of Gruffydd ap Rhys prince of Deheubath, the two areas of Wales that principally feature in the Four Branches.[footnoteRef:18] His theory has found little favour in its essentials, since it relies upon circumstantial evidence based on dubious preconceptions of what a text authored by a woman would be like and the assumption that all aspect of texts are reflection of author’s own life and preoccupations.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  A. Breeze, The Origins of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi (Leominster: Gracewing, 2009).]  [19:  See the critique of Diana Luft (D. Luft, ‘Review of Andrew Breeze, The Origin of the Four Branches’ in Beltaine (2010), 9-11 [Online: http://celtic.cmrs.ucla.edu/csana/newsletter/csana_27.2.pdf] < 28.12.2018>).] 

Scholars have not generally been diligent in searching for authors of other tales in the Mabinogion. An exception here is R. Iestyn Daniel, who has claimed that all the tales in the Mabinogion are the work of one author, and one moreover who was also responsible for the Ymborth yr Enaid, a mystical prose tract composed, he believes, by a Dominican friar and probably at Bangor or Rhuddlan friary.[footnoteRef:20] He suggests a named individual as author, Cnepyn Gwerthrynion, and, as the Dominicans arrived in England in 1221 and later in Wales, this would place his date for the Mabinogi at around the middle of thirteenth century. However, as Rodway points out, Daniel proceeds from one assumption to another, using selective similarities in style and narrative devices which could either result from borrowings or from the common stock of writers.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  R.I. Daniel, ‘The Date, Origin and Authorship of ‘’the Mabinogion’’ in the light of Ymborth yr Enaid’ The Journal of Celtic Studies, 4: (2003), 117-52.  ]  [21:  Rodway, ‘The Where, Who, When and Why’.] 

However, Rodway’s strongest counter-argument applies to any author who might name on a basis of present evidence: why should it be someone who is known to posterity? Rather than trying to identify a particular author, various scholars have seen the reflection of historical events in the Mabinogi as a more reliable indicator of its date. 
Saunders Lewis initiated a long-running debate by identifying Pryderi’s journey to Oxford to pay homage to Caswallon in Manawydan with the attendance by Welsh princes at the great council held by Henry II of England in Oxford in 1177.[footnoteRef:22] He also argued that, when in Bendigeidfran Matholwch builds a house for the Welsh king, his action is a sign of submission and mirrors the incident of the house built for Henry II by Irish kings after his invasion of Ireland in 1171.  Charles-Edwards countered that no Welsh prince is recorded as paying homage to Henry II at Oxford. Further, entering a house as act of submission, a common Irish political custom, is shown by Irish annals to have begun to be used in 1059, so giving only a terminus post quem of c.1050.[footnoteRef:23] Patrick Sims-Williams, in examining the Irish influence on medieval Welsh literature, responded that the custom is probably much earlier in origin, that Henry II ordered the building of house himself and that nothing is said in accounts of the event about submission.[footnoteRef:24]  For him, the point of the story in the Second Branch is rather the treacherous building of a wonderful house large enough to accommodate the giant Bendigeidfran. [22:  His views are summarized in Charles-Edwards, ‘The Date of the Four Branches’.]  [23:  Charles-Edwards, ‘The Date of the Four Branches’.]  [24:  P. Sims-Williams, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2010) Chapter 8.] 

According to Byron Huws, the events in Manawydan reflect those in Deheubath in the early part of the twelfth century, with the enchantment of Dyfed being an allusion to the clearances of Welsh from Rhos and Daugleddau for settlement of by the Flemish following the assassination of Hwyel ap Goronwy in 1106.[footnoteRef:25] The bishop figures in the story, he argues, because he represents Bernard Bishop of St Davids who in 1141 concluded a treaty with Anawd, son of Gruffydd ap Rhys. Huws considers that the author of the Third Branch picked the name of enchanter Llwyd Cilcoed out of the list of Arthur’s courtiers in Culhwch and Owen at random. However, these names could well have been the subjects of other tales. Nor would the character’s identity as a ‘bishop’ otherwise be pointless, as he suggests, since such an identity could be justified in terms of this protagonist being someone in authority, who could travel easily and was a ‘foreigner’ and who was the holder of one of the three ecclesiastical grades required (which in turn could be replacements for an earlier trio type). Huws does not say what the implications of his interpretation of Manawydan would be for the origin of the other branches.   [25:  B. Huws, ‘Manawydan uab Llyr: a tale of the Norman occupation of Deheubath’, Transactions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion, New Series 16: (2010) 7-23.] 

The locality in which the events in the texts has itself long been an issue in discussions of dating arguments. Ifor Williams, for example, saw in the Four Branches old tales from Gwent, Dyfed and Gwynedd which were brought together in around 1060 on the unification of the three countries by Gruffudd ap Llywelyn and storytellers could move freely between those regions.[footnoteRef:26] His theory fell out of favour when linguistic arguments supporting the date were discounted. Brinley Roberts, on the other hand, placed the composition at least a generation later within the literary culture of Gwynedd that flourished from the reign of Gruffudd ap Cynan (d.1137) (the father of Andrew Breeze’s choice of author) until the end of Welsh independence in 1282, but earlier than the Breuddwyd Maxen Wledig, which he dated to the end of the first half of the fourteenth century.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi, ed I. Williams (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2nd ed.1951).]  [27:  B.F. Roberts, ‘Where were the Four Branches of the Mabinogi Written?’ in J. F. Nagy, ed., The Individual in Celtic Literatures CSANA Yearbook 1 (Dublin: Four Courts Press 2001),61-73. A number of these and similar dating/locality arguments are reviewed by Breeze, The Origins of the Four Branches pp.67-93. ] 

A related argument is to look at the causa scribendi underlying the production of the text. Using this approach, Will Parker considered the possibility that the Mabinogi could have result of royal patronage in support of the dynastic ambitions of Llywelyn ap Iorwerth. His dating turned largely on his assessment of the Four Branches as reflecting Ceredigion’s attachment to Southern Wales, which he views as beginning in 1150.[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  W. Parker, ‘Ceredigion and the political geography of the Mabinogi’, National Library of Wales Journal, 32:4 (2002) 365-396.] 

The problem is that, while such theories can have a considerable degree of plausibility, none is them is conclusive. Their efficacy as attempts at dating is aptly summarised by Mark Williams regarding similar efforts to date the medieval Irish text of The Second Battle of Moytura. After reviewing persuasive accounts that the text allegorizes precise political circumstances, but which result in composition dates more than a century apart, he comments:
‘The gulf between these equally scholarly interpretations has worrying implications for our ability to date the texts using this approach. More importantly, it calls into question our basic ability to understand contexts and so guess what their original audiences might have made of them.’[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  M. Williams, Ireland’s Immortals:  A History of the Gods of Irish Myth (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2016) p.78.] 

Indeed, an alternate approach adopted by some scholars is precisely that of turning the dating effort on its head and trying to establish a suitable cultural milieu which would account for the Mabinogi in its current form.  
Sometimes, the culture evidenced in the Mabinogi is a supporting strand in a theory of dating. Thus, Charles-Edwards supports his linguistic dating arguments referred to above with the argument, first used by Ifor Williams, that in the tales the kings go on circuit, but in the earliest Welsh lawbooks (c.1175-c.1250) this is done by other members of court, making the Mabinogi earlier.[footnoteRef:30] Likewise, Charles-Edwards observes that in the Four Branches, when the king is on circuit, he receives tribute in the form of entertainment, whereas historically the nature of tribute changed over time, from entertainment to food and then, in the thirteenth century, to money. However, he accepts that the two customs as portrayed in the Mabinogi could be deliberate anachronisms, intended to imbue the stories with ‘once upon a time’ quality. Meanwhile, Ned Sturzer claims that references in Manawydan’s visits to England in the Third Branch have a backdrop of the borough system, with specialized trades and guilds that ‘do not even begin to develop before the twelfth century,’[footnoteRef:31] although guild-like associations appeared much earlier than this.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Charles-Edwards, ‘The Date of the Four Branches’, Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi, ed I. Williams.]  [31:  N. Sturzer, ‘Inconsistencies and infelicities in the Welsh Tales’, Studia Celtica 37: (2003), 127-42 p.139.]  [32:  EH.Net Encyclopedia of Economic and Business History [online] Available: https://eh.net/encyclopedia/medieval-guilds <accessed 28 December 2018>.] 

Helen Fulton unites the causa scribendi and culture arguments in seeing the influence of ideas derived from the ‘mirror for princes’ literary genre, in the form of the Welsh version of the twelfth century Latin text known as Secretum Secretorum.[footnoteRef:33] She considers the aptness of the text derives from the need in the thirteenth century to deal with the political transition from Welsh independence to control by the Anglo-Norman monarchy. This theme is instantiated in the Four Branches by distinguishing between the brenhinoedd, Bendigeidfran and Caswallon, who are kings of the whole of Britain, and the arglwyddi, Pwyll and Math, who are subjects of an overking.  [33:  H. Fulton, ‘The Mabinogi and the Education of Princes in Medieval Wales’, in H. Fulton, ed., Medieval Celtic Literature and Society (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2005), 230-47.] 

But the level of feudalism displayed in the Mabinogi has been disputed by Charles-Edwards,[footnoteRef:34] and questions of appropriate behaviour would be likely to feature where there was an aristocratic audience. In various articles Catherine McKenna has also considered the ‘mirror for princes’ concept helpful in analysing the Four Branches, her favoured text as a dating tool being the Laws of Court, part of the medieval Welsh laws. She regards the court of the brenhin as reflected in that text and Math’s court as ‘imaginative remakings of the Welsh courts as they existed at roughly same time’,[footnoteRef:35] namely, in the twelfth century.  [34:  Charles-Edwards, ‘The Date of the Four Branches’.]  [35:  C. A. McKenna, ‘Revising Math: Kingship in the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 46: (2003), 95-118 p.107.] 

Similarly, a number of scholars have found in the Four Branches a reflection of general legal concepts such as sarhad (honour redress) found in Cyfraith Hywel.[footnoteRef:36] However, while the law codes may have elements that date back to tenth century, it is difficult to determine their currency in twelfth and thirteenth centuries and so impossible to date the Mabinogi by reference to legal texts. Meinir Harris has gone further and regards the tales as a commentary on the laws, arguing that it could have been the jurist Iorwerth ap Madog (fl. 1240?-1268?), or a suitable professional within his family, who wrote Pedeir Keinc.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  The scholarship on the relationship between the Mabinogi and the legal codes is reviewed in R. Humphries, ‘The Limits of the Law: Sarhaed, Kinship and Honour in The Four Branches of the Mabinogi [online: http://www.academia.edu/download/31699165/The_Limits_of_the_Law.doc] 28 December 2018>. ]  [37:  M.E. Harris, ‘Dychwelyd at gyfeiriadau, termau a chysyniadau cyfreithiol yn y Mabinogi’, Y Traethodydd 158 (664) (2003) 17-39.] 

Finally, Robin Stacey has proposed that both legal and prose texts might be derived from a common narrative tradition and, if accepted, her views on the relation between mythology and legal texts could have significance for the dating of the Mabinogi:
‘…what is most important about the overlap between mythology and law in Cyfnerth [almost certainly the earliest in character and content of the redactions of the Laws of Court] is that the deployment of such symbols in a legal text dating to the late twelfth century must constitute a deliberate political choice on the part of the redactor. Such a man would have had available to him a wide variety of methods of conceptualizing rule, many of which would have been neither Celtic nor mythological. Glaringly absent, for example, is any reference to the church ... [T]he Cyfn[nerth] redactor’s decision to employ native symbols only in his discussion of the king served in the first instance to reinforce that most basic divide between those who were Welsh and those who were not.’[footnoteRef:38] [38:  R.C. Stacey, ‘King, Queen and Edling in the Laws of Court’, in T.M. Charles-Edwards et al., ed., The Welsh King and His Court (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000) 29-62 p38-9.] 

The mythological flavour and attitude to Christianity in the Mabinogi might place it in a similar time, as well as reflecting the same general cultural standpoint. Clerics appear in Manawydan but beyond their existence do not seem to carry any connotations regarding Christian belief at all. Children are baptized ‘in the way it was done at that time’,[footnoteRef:39] but they are baptised, and what that means is left quite open. In this sense there is a quite unproblematic attitude to Christianity compared with Irish texts: we cannot even say whether the characters are to be regarded as pagan or not. Whereas Williams has found a change over time in the way ‘otherworldly’ figures are conceived in Irish medieval tales ― from the bizarre status of figures like reduced gods in the Irish Adventures of Connlae of the late seventh/first half of eighth centuries to the magical aristocrats in the Finn cycle of the early thirteenth century[footnoteRef:40] ― in the Welsh text there is no suggestion that the characters, even ‘otherworldly’ or ‘magical’ ones, may be divine or have a problematic ontological status. Stacey’s theory provides a compelling reason for this feature. [39:  E.g. Pryderi in Pwyll.]  [40:  M. Williams, Ireland’s Immortals.] 

It might be thought that evidence of acquaintance with the Mabinogi tales in other medieval texts would offer guidance on dating. Unfortunately, this would depend on the other texts being themselves dateable, which is rarely the case, or containing unambiguous reference to the version of the traditional tales contained in the ‘canonical’ Pedeir Keinc. Such problems prevent any firm dating conclusions being drawn from allusions to characters from the Mabinogi or incidents reminiscent of the tales in the Early Welsh poem Preiddeu Annwfn or the Welsh Triads. 
However, Diana Luft has drawn attention to one of the poems from the Book of Taliesin, Kadeir Kerrituen, which appears to refer to the story of the Fourth Branch, as it contains mention of Gwydion’s creation of woman from flowers, the theft of the pigs and the conjuring of the magical horses and their saddles.[footnoteRef:41]  She points out that it is hard to imagine how these could be thematically related apart from their common occurrence in Math. Marged Haycock gives no date for the poem in her definitive edition of the Book of Taliesin, except to state that its language is not inconsistent with that of the twelfth and thirteenth century poets.[footnoteRef:42] One would expect a degree of common acquaintance with the text would lie behind such an elliptical reference. [41: D. Luft, ‘The Mabinogi and Intertextuality’ [lecture online] [viewed 28 December 2018].]  [42:  Legendary Poems from the Book of Taliesin, edited and translated by M. Haycock, (Aberystwyth: CMCS, 2nd ed. 2015). ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk533616012]Were a manuscript of the Mabinogi to be found with the colophon, ‘I[insert name of well-known historical personage of choice] decided to write down these tales for the first time’ (which scarcely seems likely) we would have a date of the Mabinogi, but not in any event the date. Thus, whilst it is no longer fashionable to scour the Mabinogi for evidence of Iron Age religion, scarcely anyone would deny it contains the presence of etiolated mythological figures deriving from considerably earlier than the eleventh century. Likewise, John Koch In a number of publications has suggested that some of these may belong to still remote but historical periods, a record of whose exploits survived in vernacular saga to be incorporated in the Mabinogi. He argues, for example, that the Third Branch recollects in some detail the struggle in 54 BC between the chieftains Cassivellaunus and Mandubracius (in the Four Branches appearing as Caswallon and Manawydan respectively) known from Caesar’s De Bello Gallico.[footnoteRef:43]  [43:  J. Koch, ‘A Welsh Window on the Iron Age’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 14: (1987), 17-52. Likewise, he has argued that in the Second Branch the expedition of Bendigeidfran to Ireland recalls the assault of Brennos, leader of the Gauls, on Delphi in 279-78 B.C. (J. Koch, ‘Brân, Brennos; an instance of Early Gallo-Brittonic History and Mythology’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 20: (1990), 1-20).] 

Hamp, in his exploration of archaisms in the Four Branches, comments:
The situational context of a story or plot gives motivation for the relatively faithful preservation of cultural features, whether or not they continue to be understood in their full original force. Hence a literary text can be considerably reworked while preserving such archaisms as fossils.[footnoteRef:44]  [44:  Hamp, ‘Mabinogi and Archaism’ p.101.] 

However, this may be to place the wrong emphasis on such features. Daniel Meilia has called attention to the ‘sticky figures’ of mythology as elements retained because of their perceived metaphorical aptness, orderliness and ability to correlate the present with the past.[footnoteRef:45] As such, they can underpin the cultural validation offered by the text in which they occur. The possible inclusion of remote historical references and archaic elements of native Welsh legal practice would seem to have much the same potential.  [45:  D.F Melia, 2015. ‘Sticky Figures: The Afterlife of Pre-Christian Supernatural Beings in Medieval Celtic Texts’. Third Annual Colloquium on Thinking about Celtic Mythology in the 21st Century. University of Edinburgh. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=25&v=ssQcDsEGvMU (Accessed: 28 December 2018).] 

Such a view bears comparison with the ‘stratigraphic’ approach adopted by Susan Sherratt to construct a model of the development of Homeric epic as a means of dealing with the no less thorny problem of where such poetry ‘belongs’:
The phases of active generation correspond to periods in which competing groups of rising elites seek to define their image and lifestyle through verbal representations of military and other prowess. With the establishment of institutional power structures, the role of epic changes to one which stresses heritage and stability of the ‘history’ it represents.[footnoteRef:46]  [46:  E.S. Sherratt, ‘“Reading the texts’': archaeology and the Homeric question’, in C. Emlyn-Jones et al., eds., Homer: readings and images (London: Duckworth, 1992), 144-65.] 

Despite seeming to rely for individual episodes on many folkloric motifs, the way in which these are used in conjunction with retained elements ― often chosen for the quality of their connection with the Welsh localities which form the mise-en-scène of the Four Branches ― would seem to constitute the Pedair Keinc as a distinctive native cultural product and political statement at the time of its composition, whenever this occurred and throughout the period of its active transmission in manuscript form. 
If so, the impulses which led to the construction of the Mabinogi in its current form have retained a continuing significance in the arguments as to its dating. The extent to which the Pedeir Keinc should be seen as belonging to Wales as a native cultural product has there been an underlying issue, from its initial dating by Ifor Williams to a time before the Norman conquest of large parts of Wales to John Koch’s arguments that ‘a diachronic key to the genius of Wales …is Celtic antiquity’.[footnoteRef:47] In his recent novel The Assembly of the Severed Head, the oral storyteller Hugh Lupton retells the Mabinogi tales by imagining their initial committal to manuscript in the early thirteenth century and in doing so follows in his account a number of the dating theories mentioned above. It is by casting Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi into its Welsh historical context, exactly the area in which its significance and meaning is contested today, that he seeks to confirm the cultural value of the tales themselves as also belonging to the present.[footnoteRef:48]  [47:  Koch, ‘Brân, Brennos’ p.20. ]  [48:  H. Lupton, The Assembly of the Severed Head (Norwich: Propolis, 2018).] 
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