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“Myths are a product of a specific time and place”. Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid in relation to your own reading of one of the texts you have studied on this module.  
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While myths can be considered the product of a specific time and place, they also find applicability beyond the environment in which they were produced. The Mabinogion, which will be used as the primary basis for this essay, was produced somewhere within the 11th or 12th centuries, but gained widespread prominence in Welsh culture in the 19th century following the 1845 publication of an English translation by Lady Charlotte Guest. The Mabinogion, therefore, falls into the greater cultural context of the Celtic revival of the 19th century and the birth of nationalism, which is, by its chronological nature, outside the specific time and place of the Mabinogion’s origin. Its place in the mythology of Wales, and the greater mythology of Celtic revivalism, is thus one that has ascended the time and place of its creation, and it has effectively fragmented into a mythical book of myths, which has its effective origin some 700 years after its original writing.

[bookmark: _Int_vbzvDZ75]While the Mabinogion is a key part of Welsh mythology, it is crucial to understand that the currently preeminent form of the Mabinogion in is its English translation. The first translation of the Mabinogion was published from 1838 to 1845 by Lady Charlotte Guest, an English aristocrat married to Welshman John Josiah Guest. While Charlotte Guest was a speaker of Welsh, she was not natively Welsh, though she lived in the Merthyr Tydfil area for many years. Since Charlotte Guest’s translation is the origin of the primary means by which the Mabinogion is read, the issue of whether the text is integral to Welsh history as it was produced in the greater context of early Welsh culture is paradoxically irrelevant to modern Welsh cultural history. As a result, it is unclear whether the text of the Mabinogion still exists as it did within the cultural context of its authorship as it is currently experienced by the majority of those who interact with it. Like the majority of the readers of the original Guest translation of the Mabinogion, I cannot speak Welsh and therefore cannot comment authoritatively on any changes, conscious or otherwise, which were made to the text of the Mabinogion in translation. That I may be interacting with the Mabinogion in a culturally or linguistically inauthentic way is irrelevant to the current understanding of the text, which has evolved past its origins into a quasi-mythic text of great national import regardless of the prose it is written in. It is crucial to the thesis of this essay that I, a native English speaker with extremely limited understanding of Welsh, can still read the Mabinogion in a form which is generally considered to be similar enough to the original to be treated as the same book. 

[bookmark: _Int_Z6pYZqRU][bookmark: _Int_sVaZf8ex]The relevance of the Mabinogion becoming this prominent in the anglophone world in the 19th century is clear when placed in the greater context of Celtic revivalism and the various forms of British nationalisms which became preeminent at this time. Within the contexts of newly born nationalisms that drew heavily from myth and a constructed folkloric tradition in the Europe-wide Herderian volksgeist model, the Mabinogion’s existence was a crucial part to the nation building of Wales. As Michael Keating notes, ‘most scholars would broadly agree that nationalism is a modern creation linked to social, economic and political transformations, which in turn seeks legitimation through cultural and historical discourses and symbols’.[footnoteRef:1]

At the same time as Guest’s translation of the Mabinogion, Breton, Irish and Scottish nationalists returned to folk traditions and writings of their independent eras in order to establish legitimacy as nation-states. To have an authentic book of stories from the 11th or 12th century in this time would be extremely valuable to the mythos of a truly contemporary Wales. In this context, the Mabinogion takes far greater meaning than it would as a book of stories and is placed squarely in the middle of a greater pan-Celtic mythology. Scholar Simon Rodway writes how he originally encountered the Mabinogion in this context:  [1:  Michael Keating, ‘The Making of the Celt. Ethnogenesis, Culture and Politics in the Atlantic Arc’, Scottish Affairs, 35.2 (2024), 157-177 (p. 158.) <https://doi.org/10.3366/scot.2024.0498>] 


At any rate, the Four Branches were not presented to me as ‘Welsh literature’, but as ‘Celtic mythology’, and this had a profound effect on my preconceptions about them. While I knew that I knew nothing about Wales, I thought that I knew plenty about the Celts.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Simon Rodway, ‘The Mabinogi and the shadow of Celtic mythology’, Studia Celtica, 52.1 (2018), 67-85 (p. 68.) <https://doi.org/10.16922/SC.52.4>] 


[bookmark: _Int_jItBWwKL]The pan-Celtic mythology and concept of a greater Celtic people clearly influence modern interpretations of the Mabinogion. While it is true that the Mabinogion originates from a different context, it is understood in this one, even if this was not the context of its writing. That the Mabinogion is interpreted and used in a fundamentally different way than its original Medieval purpose is not a mark of inauthenticity, but rather the inherent basis of its power as a foundational Celtic document. As Michael Keating argues, myths are not worthless historical curios of which only debunking factually is a worthwhile exercise: they are ‘beliefs, frameworks and perspectives whose power and effect are [sic] independent of their veracity or falsehood’.[footnoteRef:3] That the Mabinogion was reframed from Welsh stories to a greater Celtic mythology does not diminish its capacity to shape the Welsh national consciousness; rather, it is this process of recontextualisation which makes it a useful tool for nationalistic pride, both in the 19th century and today. Keating refutes the idea that a potentially mistranslated Mabinogion exists counter to a real Welsh history, or an invented pan-Celtic culture, but rather as a ‘truly modern phenomenon and living tradition’, which was ‘never homogenous or uncontested’.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Keating, The Making of the Celt. Ethnogenesis, Culture and Politics in the Atlantic Arc, p. 159.]  [4:  ibid, p. 164.] 

In my own reading of the Mabinogion, I have found myself wholly unable to separate it from the cultural context from which it has been placed. While it was written for Welsh speaking audiences in the 11th and 12th centuries, it has found applicability in modern Welsh culture as a national and nationalist treasure, an artefact of a mythologised bygone age as far from its reality as the stories of the Mabinogion. While I can endeavour to understand the Mabinogion entirely in the context of the period of its writing, it simply does not exist entirely within this context, not least in any form which I would be able to read. The Mabinogion is, in its original form, the product of its time and place. The Mabinogion, as a book of stories which has been published, translated, adapted, edited, modernised and performed, is entirely separate from this original text, serving as a national myth of a book of national myth. It exists in a simultaneously rarefied and populist space, serving both a legendary purpose as a foundation of a mythic greater Celtic culture and a mundane purpose as a book of entertaining stories which have been used by many authors. Its original purpose is almost certainly closer to the latter meaning than the former, but when discussed, the former is the primary way the Mabinogion is interacted with. As such, the extent to which myths such as the Mabinogion are a product of their specific time and place is fractured and unclear. Some scholars, like Michael Keating, argue this double meaning is inherent to its value. I am inclined to agree. 
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