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The legendary figure of Arthur has endured in Celtic folklore for over a thousand years, however, the assumption that Arthur was a historical figure, or an historicised figure of legend can obscure the alternative notion of Arthur as a literary figure. O.J. Padel states clearly in the introduction that the locus of his analysis is Arthur, as portrayed in a diverse range of literary texts. Padel emphasises the importance of identifying the nature and purpose of each text, to understand more fully the nature and purpose of the many contrasting literary versions of Arthur and his world.

The breadth of literary material about Arthur, or which alludes to him is, of course, substantial. Padel addresses this difficulty by choosing representative texts that support his theoretical position in each of the nine chapters of this study. These include religious and didactic texts (the twelfth century Lives of saints, and three dialogue poems, notably Arthur and the Eagle in which Padel traces intriguing intertextual references to the Lives and Arthur’s links to Cornwall) histories and chronicles (Historia Brittonum, and Annales Cambriae), poetry and stories (Padel devotes chapter three to the examination of Pa ŵr yw’r porthor? and Culhwch and Olwen, emphasising the importance of these key Arthurian texts in the development of Arthur as a literary figure). Padel’s consideration of the links between Arthur and local folklore in chapter two, as exemplified in the Wonders of Britain bring an intriguing topographical dimension to the study of the texts. The footprint of Arthur’s dog, Cafall, in the stone in the Welsh Marches, made when Arthur was hunting the boar, Troyt is a fitting reminder of Arthur’s origins as a figure of Welsh folklore, a central theme in Padel’s analysis which he returns to in subsequent chapters. Padel presents the compelling notion that the hunting of Troyt in this earlier Wonder mirrors the hunting of the magical boar, Twrch Trwyth in Culhwch and Olwen, suggesting that this aspect of the tale was already known in the Welsh Marches earlier in the ninth century; a salient feature being the name of Arthur’s dog, ‘Cafall’ (meaning ‘horse’). Padel observes that the two references to ‘Cafall’ in Culhwch and Olwen, as Arthur’s dog but also as a horse (not belonging to Arthur), and again later in Geraint son of Erbin, suggest that the dog was enormous, corresponding with later indications that Arthur himself was a giant. Padel’s comparison here succinctly demonstrates the rich seam of allusion and intertextuality that characterises the oral heritage of many of the texts. Padel’s survey provides a detailed, yet concise overview of the many portrayals of Arthur, presented in approximate chronological order. These range from possibly the earliest reference to an heroic Arthur in Y Gododdin, to the Matter of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth’s pseudo-historical King Arthur, and the subsequent birth of the chivalric Arthur of Chrétien de Troyes. Interestingly, Padel also examines Arthur’s marked absence from certain texts, notably those of the twelfth century members of the Gogynfeirdd. Clearly in Padel’s view, Arthur’s absence from a text can prompt as many questions as his presence, however, Padel is careful not to give superficial answers to these questions. Instead, the informed reader is encouraged to question the nature and purpose of the texts for themselves, and to examine in greater depth the nature of Arthur and his world across the medieval period. 

The final chapter of this study is devoted to a key question in this study, ‘was there an Arthur of Welsh?’, or in what sense was there actually an ‘Arthur of the Welsh’ in the Middle Ages who could have survived the later chivalric Arthur of international renown? As Padel notes, this is difficult to answer definitively as so little textual evidence remains of  ‘a Welsh Arthur’ as disseminated across other Celtic cultures, specifically Cornwall and Brittany. Padel does, however, draw a sharp contrast between the regal and honourable Arthur of Geoffrey’s Historia Regum Brittaniae and the comical Arthur of earlier Welsh folklore. This is particularly apparent in Padel’s interpretation of Culhwch and Olwen as a comical, ‘wild romp of exuberance’ reflecting Arthur’s folkloric origins, and The Dream of Rhonabwy as a literary ‘parody or satire’ (p. 95). The reading of these two pivotal Arthurian texts places a clear emphasis on the literary invention, punning, allusion, and verbal play of the author. Here, Padel’s recognition of a central dichotomy in the persona of Arthur is insightful, fluctuating between the legendary, heroic Arthur, as depicted in the Historia Brittonum’s List of Battles, and the magical Arthur of adventures, mythological wonders, and the supernatural, as portrayed in Culhwch and Olwen, the Wonders of Britain, and also the Taliesin inspired, Preiddiau Annwn (‘The Spoils of Annwn’). These chameleon characteristics of Arthur can be identified through close readings of the texts themselves. For example, Padel describes Arthur as a ‘capricious’ character in St. Cadog’s Life, a didactic text and one which Padel argues can be read as having a ‘light-hearted tone’ (p. 30), provided the purpose of instruction is still achieved, whereas Culhwch and Olwen, a ‘comic’ text, clearly foreshadows elements of the later sober, chivalric Arthur in his statement, ‘the greater the bounty we may give, the greater our nobility, fame and honour’ (p. 30). For Padel, the meaning of the dichotomy between the military Arthur and the adventuring, comical Arthur can be understood as ‘two complementary aspects of the hero’ (p10). 

In conclusion, this survey provides a through and detailed introduction to the concept of Arthur and his literary world. Literary interpretation is, by its nature, a subjective process, a fact which Padel’s acknowledges, however, by focussing on the intertextual nature of these texts, Padel is effectively reading the poetry and prose in this study as palimpsests, altered and modified over time to reflect changing cultural mores, and the purpose of the author(s) in question. It is, perhaps in the area of dating where more detailed and concise information would have been constructive. The dating of texts is a contested field which Padel makes clear is not his concern here, opting instead for approximate date ranges, for example, the Dream of Rhonabwy ‘variously dated between the late twelfth and the late fourteenth century’ (p. 72). Here, it may have been preferable to reference the two dates present in current scholarly debate, c.1220 and 1309. The editorial policy of the Writers of Wales series may account for the absence of footnotes, however, the omission of author’s names in the body of the text, for example ‘commentators agree’, (p. 74), ‘a recent book on giant-lore in Wales’ (p.79) and referring to Cai, one of Arthur’s most prominent companions, ‘he is the only one who has himself been the subject of a modern scholarly study’ (p. 83) does rather detract from what is, overall, an engaging and compendious examination of the topic. Similarly, editorial constraints may account for the rather condensed Select Bibliography in which Padel bundles together basic texts and recent secondary works of possible interest to the reader, together with those used specifically in the study. This, together with a lack of footnotes does create some challenges for the interested reader wishing to locate a specific reference. Padel’s study of Arthur as a literary figure draws on texts familiar to scholars in the field and Padel’s analyses are unlikely to be viewed as polemical, or indeed controversial. It does, however, make an extremely valuable contribution to current scholarly debate by furthering academic interest in the notion of Arthur as a literary figure, as distinctly understood from a medieval Welsh perspective.
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Rhiannon is a central female character in *Pedair Cainc y Mabinogi (the Four Branches of the Mabinogi) which form part of a larger collection of eleven tales written in Middle Welsh. Rhiannon is a major figure in medieval Welsh literature, and is one of only a small number of characters to appear in more than one Branch of the Mabinogi. The term mabinogi derives from the Welsh word mab, meaning ‘son’, or ‘boy’ leading some scholars to describe the Mabinogi as a collection of adventure tales for boys. However, since the early nineteenth century the tales have commonly been known as the *Mabinogion, a title popularised by *Lady Charlotte Guest, who first translated these texts, and the story of *Taliesin into English. Lady Guest believed the suffix, -(i)on, a common plural ending in Welsh, to be the correct grammatical form, and adopted the term ‘mabinogion’ to describe her collection of the tales. Mabinogion also appears once, erroneously, in the original manuscripts at the end of the First Branch, ‘Ac yuelly y teruyna y geing hon yma o’r Mabynnogyon’ (‘And so ends this branch of the Mabinogion’). The eleven tales of the Mabinogi are preserved in two important medieval manuscripts dating from the fourteenth century, the *White Book of Rhydderch, and the *Red Book of Hergest, although it is possible they may have existed in written form as early as the eleventh or twelfth century.
 
In the First Branch, Rhiannon the beautiful daughter of *Hyfaidd the Old is portrayed as possessing magical qualities. She first appears wearing a gown of golden silk, riding a white horse that seems to move slowly, and yet cannot be overtaken by any horseman. *Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed determines to win Rhiannon for himself and they become betrothed. At their wedding feast, Pwyll foolishly agrees to grant a suppliant any favour he may ask. The suppliant is *Gwawl, son of Clud, and a rival suitor. Gwawl asks for Rhiannon for himself, and Pwyll has no alternative other than to agree. However, with Rhiannon’s help, Pwyll succeeds in outwitting Gwawl, tricking him into climbing inside a magic sack in which he is quickly tied, turned upside down, beaten, and then kicked. The unfortunate Gwawl is killed, and Pwyll wins back Rhiannon. The couple enjoy a successful two years ruling the land, however, in the third year, the noblemen of Dyfed summon Pwyll and press him to divorce Rhiannon and choose another wife who will give him an heir. Pwyll asks the noblemen to delay the matter for a year, after which time, Rhiannon gives birth to a son. The women brought in to watch the baby that night fall asleep before daybreak, in which time the little boy disappears. The women plot to accuse Rhiannon of killing her own son and the false rumour spreads quickly. The noblemen of the land again press Pwyll to divorce Rhiannon, however, he refuses and instead, condemns his wife to sit outside the court for seven years where she must tell any visitors that do not know her of her crime, offering to carry them to court on her back like a pack-horse. 

The specific details of Rhiannon’s punishment are a variation on the international folk-literature motif of the *Calumniated Wife, reflecting the oral traditions behind the Four Branches. In this motif, a woman punished for her transgression must serve her penance until such time as she is proven innocent. Rhiannon, and *Branwen, sister of *Bendigeidfran in the Second Branch, are the only two women in the Four Branches to serve such penance. Whilst Rhiannon endures her punishment, the baby boy is found by *Teyrnon Twrf Liant, Lord of Gwent Is Coed. Having no children of their own, Teyrnon and his wife raise the boy as their own, naming him *Gwri Wallt Euryn, meaning ‘Gwri of Golden Hair’. After the boy has been living in the court for four years, word reaches Teyrnon and his wife of Rhiannon’s plight, and the hardship she has suffered. They feel pity for Rhiannon and agree that the boy should be returned to his natural father. They arrive at the court of Pwyll with the young boy, and Rhiannon is released from her penance. The boy is given the name *Pryderi, meaning ‘anxiety’ or ‘care’, as his safe return has relieved Rhiannon of her anxiety.

In the Second Branch, there is a reference to the magical birds of Rhiannon who sing to Bendigeidfran’s men during their seven years of feasting in Harlech. In *Culhwch and Olwen, they are described as birds whose singing can wake the dead and send the living to sleep. In the Third Branch, some time has passed and Pwyll is dead. Pryderi and *Manawydan, son Llŷr and brother of Bendigeidfran and Branwen have returned from their mission in Ireland. Pryderi, now Prince of Dyfed, promises his mother, Rhiannon, to the dispossessed Manawydan, together with possession of the seven cantrefi of the kingdom of Dyfed. On their return to Dyfed, a magical mist shrouds the land. Only Pryderi and his wife, *Cigfa, Rhiannon and Manawydan survive. Rhiannon and Pryderi are subsequently imprisoned in the Celtic Otherworld, *Annwfn by the magician *Llwyd fab Cil Coed who causes the mist to descend over the land as retribution for his friend, Gwawl who lost Rhiannon to Pwyll in the First Branch.   

The etymology of the name Rhiannon has mythological associations and as such, Rhiannon has been connected with the Celtic goddess *Rigantona (‘the Great, or Divine Queen’), cognate with the Latin, Regina, also meaning ‘Queen’. Rhiannon is also closely associated with horses, leading scholars to associate her with the Gaulish horse-goddess, *Epona whose name indicates ‘Divine Horse’ or ‘Horse-Goddess’. Epona was worshipped by the Continental Celts and her presence was particularly evident in rural, and domestic settings. Worship of Epona is believed to have been imported to Britain during Roman rule, where her cult became conflated with that of Rhiannon and *Macha, the Irish Equine goddess. Macha is possessed of multiple identities and associations and is thought to have been a *sovereignty goddess (a mythological epithet in which the power and authority of a kingdom is personified as a woman). As suggested by Macha’s designation, she is powerful, and is linked to fertility, war, kingship and horses. She may also have been a goddess of the land, and there is strong evidence that in ancient Ireland kingship often depended upon union with a territorial goddess. Although not attested, it is possible that Rhiannon was also a sovereignty goddess. She may have been the local sovereignty goddess of Dyfed, although this is thought to be less likely as Pwyll is already Prince of Dyfed when he marries Rhiannon. Neither is she seen, at any point, bestowing lands on Pwyll, or her second husband, Manawydan. When Pwyll gifts the seven cantrefi of Dyfed to Manawydan in the Third Branch, the lands still technically remains under Pwyll’s authority. As a goddess of Roman Britain, Rigantona was thought to be a progenitor of Rhiannon. References to Epona can be found in the epigraphic record, however, no such references to Rhiannon exist in any texts or inscriptions, other than the Mabinogi. This lack of provenance would seem to make it less likely that Rhiannon was a sovereignty goddess and that her magical qualities, as portrayed in the Mabinogi may be the result of authorial invention and the adaptation of concepts associated with pagan deities. There does, however, remain, a strong case for the mythological associations with Rhiannon and her antecedents.

For the edited text of the Mabinogi in Middle Welsh, see I. Williams, Pedeir Keinc Y Mabinogi, (1930); for a modern English translation, see S. Davies, The Mabinogion, (2007) 
For texts discussing the mythological aspects of Rhiannon, see J. MacKillop A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, (1998), the chapter by J. Hemming, Ancient Tradition or Authorial Invention?: The ‘Mythological’ Names in the Four Branches, in Myth in Celtic Literatures (ed. J. F. Nagy, 2007), and the article by R. Hulton, ‘Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’ in Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies (vol. 61, Summer 2011).
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