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According to John K. Bollard: ‘One key to understanding the Mabinogi is to recognize that it probes issues of importance to all of us, most especially the matter of distinguishing between right and wrong and behaving accordingly.’ Discuss with reference to the Four Branches of the Mabinogi.


The Mabinogi is a much praised but also much debated piece of medieval Welsh literature. From the time of Lady Charlotte Guest’s English translations in the mid-19th century onwards, interest in these mysterious and marvelous tales has resulted in a huge volume of comment and criticism. The has invited many different intellectual approaches and been used as a key text for several distinct schools of thought. 

Early critics searched for the holy grail of the underlying meaning, what we might perhaps call the ‘origins’ interpretation, which did not concern itself too much with the context of the text itself, instead focusing on myth and folklore to find the supposed ‘original’ precursors for the myriad events in the Mabinogi. Some adherents to such an approach linked these origins to early Welsh culture and saw the Mabinogi as a crucial work for asserting a vision of Welsh culture or Celticism. Others even took a more radical position, arguing that the abundance of supernatural and ritualistic events in the text are reflections of primitivism. Some, like Gruffydd, saw the primitive and the contemporary coming together in the Mabinogi. The connecting strand of all these different approaches was that the ‘author’ of the Mabinogi was firmly looking backwards, almost hypnotized by the past, the weight of tradition or folklore almost moving the pen for him. The status of the Mabinogi as a sophisticated and distinct work of literature was somewhat muted as a result.

From the last third of the twentieth century onwards, there has been much revision of the origins approach to the Mabinogi. Starting with the work of John K. Bollard, critics have turned their attention to a much closer reading of the text itself. Rather than being a vessel for channeling ancient culture, critics such as Bollard argue that the Mabinogi was composed by a single author as a unified and coherent piece of writing with a definite message. Rather than focusing on the past, the writer of the Mabinogi was composing the work with a contemporary audience and contemporary concerns firmly in mind. Bollard, as the quotation at the beginning of this essay confirms, sees the work as a kind of moral guide for medieval readers. This is a plausible interpretation, given that the writer was probably a clergyman and would obviously have been deeply concerned about the moral well being of his audience. However, critics have challenged Bollard’s reading of the four branches, offering alternative approaches. Most notably, Helen Fulton has argued that the Mabinogi did indeed have a didactic function, but that it was concerned with the education of princes in the speculum principum tradition.

In this essay, we will consider the various approaches to the Mabinogi that have helped frame the ongoing debate. I hope to show that there is value to be taken from all the different interpretations, even if they may seem to be contradictory at first. As with every work of literature, the reader approaches with his own set of ideas, expectations and prejudices. Bollard’s core idea is that the Mabinogi has a clear thematic purpose.[footnoteRef:1] We will consider several different approaches to the work and then comment on whether such a thematic reading of the Mabinogi is sustainable and convincing. [1:  John. K. Bollard ‘The Role of Myth and Tradition in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, (6): (Winter, 1983), 67–86] 


One of the most important early twentieth century critics of the Mabinogi was W.J. Gruffydd. Gruffydd was a leading British folklorist, heavily indebted to the ideas of the German folklore scholar Muller. Gruffydd found considerable inspiration in Muller’s study of folk culture and motifs.[footnoteRef:2] For Gruffydd, the key to understanding the Mabinogi was not necessarily connected to moral lessons or meditations. Rather, the entirety of the Four Branches was centred around the character of Pryderi. The text was therefore to be understood in terms of the mythical origins of British and Celtic gods.[footnoteRef:3] Gruffydd is firmly convinced that the underlying content of the Mabinogi should be seen in terms of signified and signifiers. The real truth of the tales, according to him, is rooted in ancient and pre-Christian rituals and practices.[footnoteRef:4] Although intriguing, this ‘origins’ argument of Gruffydd and his supporters ignores the apparently modern aspects of the text and many of the contemporary concerns of the characters. More importantly, as Nagy points out, such a reductive view also belittles the efforts of the actual author, suggesting that he had limited understanding of what he was writing. This ‘diminution of authorial control and competence’ seems to clash with the careful structuring and literary sophistication of the Mabinogi text itself.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  Jospeh. F. Nagy, ‘Folklore Studies and the Mabinogion’, in B. Maier et al (eds.), Jahre Mabinogion Deutsch Walisische Kultturbeziehungen, (Tubingen: Max Niemeyer, 2001), 91-100]  [3:  Nagy, p. 94 ]  [4:  see W.J. Gruffydd, Math fab Mathonwy: An Inquiry Into the Origins and Development of the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi with the Text and a Translation, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1928) for a complete account of Gruffydd’s ideas]  [5:  Nagy, p. 96] 


Gruffydd’s focus on the idea of primitive Welshness or Celticism as the root of the Mabinogi has been challenged by several scholars, including Kenneth Jackson. Jackson refuted the claim that the Mabinogi was a vehicle for a supposed ‘primal Welshness or Celticity’.[footnoteRef:6] Instead, Jackson drew on more modern approaches to folklore studies that emphasized the way ideas and cultural motifs interact in order to create new cultural syntheses. The redactor, according to this view, combined different sources to create his text.[footnoteRef:7] However, this approach still seems to suggest a relative lack of originality and understanding on the part of the author. As Nagy points out, we are also left uncertain as to why the author would trouble himself to compile such a work in the first place.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Kenneth Jackson, The International Popular Tale and Early Welsh Tradition, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1961) p.33]  [7:  Ibid, p. 87]  [8:  Nagy, p. 97] 


Despite the problems in his thesis, Jackson’s emphasis on cultural exchange has proven to be a useful tool in understanding the Mabinogion. Nagy and later critics see a much more positive and dynamic quality to the role of folklore in the creation of the Mabinogion.[footnoteRef:9] As Nagy argues, ‘the trend in folklore studies has been to allow folklore to speak for itself’.[footnoteRef:10] Rather than clumping together different stories and traditions in a hodge-podge manner, we might argue that the author of the Mabinogi was drawing on strong traditions and had a clear idea of what materials he wanted to include and why. [9:  In addition to Nagy’s work, see also Andrew Welsh, 'The Traditional Narrative Motifs of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi', Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, (15): (1988), pp. 51-62]  [10:  Nagy, p. 99] 


J.K. Bollard, however, has been the most prominent critic of the search for ‘origins’ or hidden meanings in understanding the Mabinogi. Instead of berating the author for clumsiness or patch working, Bollard praises the author and encourages readers to see structure and intention in the text. He finds in the Mabinogi a work of ‘consummate skill…with a vision and a moral code to meet the needs of a contemporary audience’.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Bollard, p. 75] 


In Bollard’s view, the author of the work was consciously creating a new ‘myth’ that was relevant to the medieval audience that he was writing for.[footnoteRef:12] We might well question exactly what he means by ‘myth’. Rather than an obscure, convoluted repository of ancient lore, Bollard seems to see ‘myth’ as a way for a given society to examine its own norms and structures.[footnoteRef:13] The Mabinogi, says Bollard, is composed of an interlaced structure that repeats key motifs and concerns. As he puts it, this structure allows the author to promote ‘ideals and a straightforward code of conduct’ that can be appreciated by his audience.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Bollard, p. 70]  [13:  Bollard, p. 71]  [14:  Bollard, p. 77] 


For example, in Branwen the discernment between right and wrong, and the consequences of the key characters’ behavior, are central elements that lead to a climactic and destructive conflict. The feud between the Welsh and Irish plays out in a seemingly unending series of conflicts and negotiations.[footnoteRef:15] Central to the whole tale is the idea of ‘counsel’, that the king may summon his people in times of crisis and that, in turn, the people may come together to make demands or offer advice to their ruler.[footnoteRef:16] As we shall see, certain commentators see specific reference to contemporary affairs here, including the correct execution of kingship. For Bollard, though, Branwen more broadly examines key questions regarding the role of social relationships in preventing war. The story is, in his words, a ‘mythic paradigm’ of an aspect of society crucial for its survival and well being.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Sioned Davies, The Mabinogion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007)]  [16:  Bollard, p.80]  [17:  Bollard, p. 71] 


The actions of the key characters in the second branch, comprising Bendigedfran, Efnisien, Branwen herself, and Matholwch, do indeed all seem designed to invite the reader to ponder the question of right and wrong, as well as the inevitable consequences of such moral choices. Bendigedfran shows strong leadership, but seems to do all he can to avoid open conflict. By contrast, Matholwch is weak and easily influenced by his men. Instead of taking their counsel and considering it, he quickly caves in to their demands. His actions lead to total destruction. This dynamic between good and bad counsel, as well as good and bad actions, provides, as Bollard puts it, ‘narrative and thematic coherence’ to the story, as well as building the tension towards the bloody finale.[footnoteRef:18] Similarly, Efnisien and Branwen end up destroying themselves, seemingly contrite at their role in bringing destruction to their countrymen. There would seem to be obvious lessons here that the reader would be expected to take away after reading or hearing the tale. [18:  Bollard, p. 76] 


Bollard further points out that the motif of counsel and discussion, and the crucial question of wisely choosing the right course of behavior, can be found in the other three branches of the Mabinogi.[footnoteRef:19] In the first branch, Pwyll is placed in a difficult predicament when he trades places with Arawn. He chooses not to betray his friendship and returns to his realm with a seemingly stronger understanding of himself and his responsibilities as a king. In the third branch, the cool and calculated approach of Manawydan seems to offer a way out of all the difficulties he faces, including the apparently intractable curse on Dyfed. It is also important to note here that the curse itself is linked back to the treatment of Gwawl in the first branch. In the fourth, I would argue, we see the consequences of ill-counsel and irrational behaviour in the actions of Gwydion. It is only the resolute and martial nature of the unusually afflicted Math that ultimately saves the kingdom from destruction. [19:  Bollard, p. 78 ] 


According to the above evidence, then, we might be inclined to agree with Bollard’s idea that a meditation of right and wrong behavior is the key to understanding the Mabinogion. We may also therefore subscribe to his ‘synchronous’ reading of the Four Branches and recognize their interconnectedness. However, Bollard’s views have attracted a fair amount of criticism, particularly from Proinsias Mac Cana. Mac Cana claims that Bollard offers little evidence for the argument that the apparent connections and thematic resonance between the Four Branches are the result of the author’s ‘deliberate and sensitive craftsmanship’. Indeed, says Mac Cana, Bollard seems confused about exactly what he is crediting the author for, whether it should be the essential structure of the narratives, or instead a ‘secondary complex of tales’ that now embellishes that structure.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘The Four Branches’, in his The Mabinogi, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1992), p. 35 ] 


Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, Mac Cana claims that Bollard minimizes or ‘brushes aside’ contradictions or breaks in the text.[footnoteRef:21] In other words, while he is happy to praise the author for the praiseworthy elements of the tales, Bollard absolves him of responsibility for any abrupt, contradictory or less convincing sections of the narrative. In support of this view, Mac Cana cites Jackson’s criticism of the author’s ‘clumsy patching’ of the stealing of Pryderi in Pwyll and suggests that Bollard understates the significance of these narrative ambiguities.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Ibid, p. 36]  [22:  Ibid, p. 35] 


Bollard defends his views in later articles, but it is hard not to have some sympathy with Mac Cana and Jackson in this regard. For example, Mac Cana points out problems in the portrayal of Rhiannon and Pwyll’s relationship in the wake of the child’s abduction, when despite her daily penance she retains her place of honour at the court.[footnoteRef:23] We might concede that Pwyll is determined to defend his wife’s honor and trusts her reputation will be restored, or that this simply reflects the rigid adherence to seating conventions in medieval Welsh courts. However, it seems that the ‘Calumniated Wife’ motif has perhaps been inserted somewhat artificially here. Mac Cana points out a more serious error in the second branch, where Efnisien’s violent reaction to Branwen’s betrothal seemingly overlooks the fact that Matholwch had already informed him of his purpose in the opening scene. It seems clear, therefore, that study of folklore and motifs can be extremely fruitful in illuminating our understanding of the text. As Mac Cana reminds us here, it is important to keep an open mind and to employ diverse methods of ‘assessment and interpretation’.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Ibid, p. 46]  [24:  Ibid, p. 37] 


Despite his criticisms of Bollard’s ideas described above, Mac Cana concedes that sections of the text, particularly the portrayal of the calm and rational Manawydan in the Third Branch, seem to suggest an author who is able to competently marshal traditional sources in order to convey a personal vision that was relevant to “the social and political” circumstances of his era.[footnoteRef:25] Indeed, the connection of the text to contemporary events and the question of how a medieval readership would have understood such references have emerged as key issues in the debate surrounding the Mabinogi.    [25:  Ibid, p. 50] 


According to Sioned Davies, citing earlier research, the Four Branches were first composed in the second half of the eleventh century, while the earliest preserved complete versions of the Mabinogi are to be found in the White Book of Rhydderch (c. 1350) and the Red Book of Hergest (c. 1400).[footnoteRef:26] This suggests that the creation and dissemination of the tales took place during a crucial and turbulent period in Welsh history, encompassing the Norman Invasion, the emergence of the Welsh princes in Gwynedd, and the subsequent destruction of Welsh independence. It seems reasonable to surmise that this background must have had some measure of influence on the choice of subject matter found in the Mabinogi. It may therefore offer us another important approach for understanding the text and the audience it was aimed at. [26:  Sioned Davies, ‘Storytelling in Medieval Wales’, Oral Tradition, (7)(2): (1992), p. 234 ] 


Helen Fulton has made a strong argument that we should see the Mabinogi as more than purely a work of straight forward literature or entertainment. In her view, the Mabinogi had a ‘particular resonance’ for the Welsh aristocracy of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, as they came to terms with new political and social realities in the wake of the English conquest.[footnoteRef:27] Fulton rightly points out that Welsh learning was highly influenced by the incoming English and the wider developments in the European political system. She claims that this influence included a particular style of kingship, namely the feudal model that in her view was overtaking an older, what she terms a ‘theocratic’, mode of rule. She notes that the rulers of Gwynedd, for example, embraced the newly evolving system and took on many of the political norms of their powerful English neighbor.[footnoteRef:28] All of this would seem to be a reasonable analysis of the background in which the Mabinogi was written down. [27:  Fulton, H., Medieval Celtic Literature and Society, (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2005), p. 232]  [28:  Ibid, p. 233] 


In Fulton’s view, however, the Mabinogi should be understood as serving a much more specific purpose than simply commentating on these important historical events, or indeed dealing with more general issues of right and wrong. In her opinion, the Mabinogi had a didactic function aimed at educating Welsh princes and the sons of the Welsh aristocracy about how to rule effectively.[footnoteRef:29] Fulton places the text in the speculum principum (mirror of princes) genre, noting how these traditional texts were important in spreading ideas about correct feudal kingship throughout Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.[footnoteRef:30] Building on Catherine McKenna’s suggestion that Pwyll had just such an exemplary function for Welsh princes, Fulton goes on to claim that all of the Four Branches are intended as ‘implicit’ instructional texts to assist the Welsh nobility.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  Ibid, p. 237]  [30:  Ibid, p. 238]  [31:  Ibid, p. 237] 


In support of this rather startling assertion, Fulton notes that other medieval texts that were popular in Wales, such as Gerald of Wales’ De Principis Instructione, can be placed in the speculum principum genre, as they possess an ‘explicitly educational and prescriptive function’ for young princes.[footnoteRef:32] More broadly, however, she also suggests that the definition of the ‘mirror of princes’ should also include popular romance and exemplary tales such as the Four Branches, as well as widely read narratives such as Chwedlau Odo and Chwedlau Saith Ddoethion Rhufain.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Ibid, p. 237]  [33:  Ibid, p. 240] 


Fulton argues that each of the Four Branches offers an exemplary portrait of a specific kind of prince: namely, regional, national, regent and boy-prince.[footnoteRef:34] Also important is the concept of the ‘mab’, the untutored prince who receives guidance from an older, seemingly wiser male mentor figure. In the Mabinogi, according to Fulton, Pryderi (twice), Gwern (extremely briefly it seems!) and Lleu Llaw Gyffes serve as such figures and reveal the supposed true purpose of the text.[footnoteRef:35] Moreover, Fulton argues that these four kinds of roles mirror the real life positions of lordship open to thirteenth century Welsh princes. As such, the Four Branches offered the Welsh nobility ‘dynamic examples’ of effective leadership within a feudal structure, which were presented at ‘symbolic and allegorical levels’ in the Mabinogi.[footnoteRef:36] It is also important to note that, far from rejecting the invaders’ culture, the Welsh princes and their nobles were often seen to be consciously adopting its norms and social practices during this period. [34:  Ibid, p. 243]  [35:  Ibid, p. 245]  [36:  Ibid, p. 246] 


Fulton makes a persuasive argument for seeing the Mabinogi as a kind of princes’ handbook, teaching them the moral lessons they needed to survive and sustain the nobility to the next generation. The Mabinogi does indeed focus very much on the role of the king and the potential challenges of succession and change. However, we might raise some objections before we wholly subscribe to her views. For one thing, if the Mabinogi was meant to be didactic, we might expect some kind of introductory material to give context to the tales and perhaps mention specific noble patrons whose sons would be expected to read or listen to the tales. The Mabinogi seems to lack such framing material. Furthermore, the idea that the Four Branches were primarily intended to be read or heard by princes and nobles seems rather difficult to accept. As we shall see, the tales were deeply bound up in oral tradition and are imbued with fantastical and supernatural events. Surely such material would have been understood and avidly consumed by a much wider audience in the form of storytelling and word of mouth. The tales therefore might be taken to have a much wider significance, perhaps offering universal moral lessons, rather than being narrowly focused on the social and political affairs of the moment.

It is also important to note that, despite their seeming connection, each branch of the Mabinogi is quite distinct, which makes it difficult to talk in definitive terms about a clear ‘author’s purpose’. Scholars have often focused closely on a particular branch and found what they regard as the ‘key’ to understanding it, implying that their discovery has relevance for the other three branches. An example of this is Byron Huws in his analysis of the Third Branch. Huws sees the enchantment of Dyfed in Manawydan as an allegory for the historical clearances of the Deheubarth region (particularly in Dyfed) enacted on behalf of King Henry in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. Huws supports his thesis by pointing to the disappearance of the native population in the tale and the way the four protagonists are forced to adapt to a seemingly hostile English culture in order to survive. Eventually, Manawydan overcomes the enchantment and restores the realm. Huws claims that these fictional events and characters correspond to real world ones, namely English bishops and their dealings with Gruffydd ap Rhys. Rather than finding evidence of collaboration and assimilation, Huws sees the third branch as an account of the resistance of the Welsh to English domination and oppression.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Huws, B. ‘Manawydan uab Llŷr: A Tale of the Norman Occupation of Deheubarth’, Transactions of the Honourable Society of the Cymmrodorion, New Series (16): (2010), p. 23] 


I would argue that Huws and, to a certain extent, Fulton, both find the meaning they are looking for in certain specific events of the Four Branches, rather than reaching conclusions after a close reading of the entirety of the whole work. Their contributions are valuable and offer us insight into a turbulent period of Welsh history, but it is hard to make such a complex and multi-faceted text as the Mabinogi submit to such seemingly neat and complete explanations.

There has been much debate regarding the circumstances surrounding the composition of the Mabinogi. Were the tales composed primarily as oral compositions and then finally written down, or were they principally a literary exercise drawing on existing traditions, including oral performance? Sioned Davies has provided us with some interesting observations in this regard in her work. She points out, importantly, that there is a huge diversity in the Welsh tales that have come down to us, but she also argues that the Four Branches are the product of ‘one mind…a deliberate artistic piece of literature’, speculating that they were written by a high-ranking member of the church. Crucially, however, she gives compelling evidence that the ‘author’ worked from traditional materials and maintained many elements of Welsh oral tradition in his work.[footnoteRef:38]  [38:  Sioned Davies, ‘Storytelling in Medieval Wales’, Oral Tradition, (7)(2): (1992), p. 241] 


Nevertheless, Davies also recognizes that the ‘author’, despite his respect for oral tradition and his myriad sources, was consciously trying to craft something new, a work of literature with a ‘genuine interest in human nature’ and a ‘scale of values’[footnoteRef:39] intended to help his readers navigate the challenges of their daily lives, regardless of their station in the world. According to Davies, each of the Four Branches contains ‘strongly delineated characters’ that ‘discover’ or exemplify important moral lessons through their actions and experiences.[footnoteRef:40] For example, Pwyll seems to learn to be more circumspect in his actions through the implicit guidance of Arawn and the admonition of the high-spirited, calculating Rhiannon. Manawydan shows the benefits of calm, rational behavior that would have been much praised by scholarly and ecclesiastical society of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Davies also emphasizes the crucial role of the female characters in the text, arguing that they are not only perhaps more vividly drawn and complex than then men, but also essential for driving the plot forward. As Davies puts it, they put the men in positions where they must ‘make decisions’, leading to important consequences for everybody involved.[footnoteRef:41] [39:  Ibid, p. 236]  [40:  Ibid]  [41:  Davies, The Mabingion, p. xxvi] 


Sioned Davies has helped establish important new avenues for further research through her insightful analysis of the structure and style of the Four Branches. She offers convincing evidence that the redactor was working in the existing oral tradition of medieval Wales even as he committed the work to the written form. However, Davies shows that the majority of the formulae used by the writer were adaptable and could be used by a creative mind to produce something entirely new and with contemporary relevance.[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  Davies, ‘Storytelling in Medieval Wales’, p. 245] 


Based on the arguments and debate we have set out above, we can tentatively draw several conclusions about the Four Branches. It is beyond doubt that the tales have a high level of sophistication, possessing a tightly woven structure that allows the author to develop complex plots and characters. It also seems undeniable that the author explored a variety of themes in his work. As with any complex literary creation, however, the Mabinogi is open to many interpretations according to the focus of the reader. Undoubtedly, the idea that it is somehow one-dimensional or the bungled production of an inferior writer is no longer sustainable. The Four Branches clearly works on many levels, inviting a number of allegorical interpretations, including connections with the major currents of political life in medieval Britain and beyond. It is also clear that there is a strong undercurrent of magical and supernatural elements that surely have their roots in pre-Christian British society and the collective legacy of folklore and myth. However, establishing a definitive explanation for the purpose of the work remains somewhat difficult and the evidence is at times tenuous.

Nevertheless, I would argue that this is what makes the text so important and relevant in our own time. The Mabinogi continues to invite lively debate and fruitful research that deepens our understanding of medieval Welsh literature and society. Bollard’s conviction that the author had something significant to say about fundamental questions of social life and personal conduct has been borne out by careful appreciation of the text. It may ultimately be beyond us to unlock the supposed ultimate ‘meaning’ of the Four Branches, but this is perhaps not a crucial problem. Instead, the work of the unknown medieval author is a starting point for myriad avenues of research and discovery. It is truly a text for the ages.
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