Assessment Two

Colin Fisher, Student no. 1804457

Consider the representation of the Otherworld or Otherworlds in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi and one or more other Middle Welsh texts, comparing them, where appropriate, with Irish texts encountered on this course.

It is likely that few phrases in Classical literature have provoked such debate as that employed by the First Century poet Lucan in his account of Caesar and Pompey’s Civil War; writing of the Gaulish druids and their philosophy of reincarnation, he commented they taught that the soul did not travel to the subterranean underworld of Dis (as believed by Greeks and Romans), but rather “the same spirit still governs the limbs in another realm.”[footnoteRef:1] This expression, Orbis Alius, has been variously translated as ‘different place’, ‘other Earth’ and even remote but accessible islands of the physical globe (indeed, and somewhat ironically for those commentators who would derive Medieval Otherworld concepts from these reported druidic concepts, the Middle Irish translation of Pharsalia, In Cath Catharda, identifies this orbis alius as the antipodes, suggesting that souls which died in the north were reborn in bodies in mesraighthi tuaiscertaigh - the southern temperate zone[footnoteRef:2]). Yet it has come to be rigidly defined by the modern expression ‘Otherworld’ - the numinous realm which appears in a variety of guises from the early medieval period onwards, predominantly, but by no means exclusively, in Irish and Welsh sources.[footnoteRef:3]Although in many places it came to be almost wholly subsumed into Christian concepts of the afterlife and a heaven / hell dichotomy, the persistence of pre-Christian features in numerous texts has led to ongoing debates regarding the extent to which commonalities can be recognised, and identities and themes reconstructed which may point to a shared origin in a pre-literature, oral culture. The present study will therefore examine - through its significant themes and motifs - portrayals of the Otherworld in the key Welsh text of the Four Branches, and compare these with other surviving narratives, both Welsh and Irish, in an attempt to ascertain to what extent this may once have been a shared or universal concept rather than simply the expression of a universal urge for a perfect world of immortality, beauty and wealth.  [1:  Lucan, Pharsalia 1.457 in John T. Koch and John Carey The Celtic Heroic Age (Aberystwyth, Celtic Studies Publications) 2003 p.34]  [2:  Byrne, Aisling, Otherworlds: Fantasy & History in Medieval Literature (Oxford, OUP) 2016 p15]  [3:  Subsequent Arthurian literature became heavily indebted to such concepts, and it also appears in other legacy Celtic folk motifs, such as the Armorican An Anaon - ‘the souls and the place they meet’ - an island reached by a sea voyage, theorised as being directly analogous to the Welsh Annwfn.] 

John Carey defines the Otherworld of Irish myth as “any place inhabited by supernatural beings and itself exhibiting supernatural characteristics”[footnoteRef:4], but we must be careful this does not become so broad a definition  as to encompass any magical or supernatural phenomena. ‘Otherworld’ should not become a synonym for ‘supernatural’, or we shall be drawn away from any useful conclusions regarding its precise nature or the impetus for its existence in the stories. The Otherworld of the Mabinogi is at once recognisable, and alien. It both interacts with the normal, everyday world of the audience (through the intrusion of people, animals and magic) and yet it is also a place to which heroes can travel. It is a place one approaches with caution, a place that one deliberately journeys or quests to, and also a place that one enters by accident (and in such instances, the presence of the Otherworld is often signified to the audience whilst the protagonist is still unaware of his transgression).  [4:  John Carey ‘Time, Space and the Otherworld’ Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, vol 7 (1987) (Harvard, Dept of Celtic Languages and Literatures) p.1] 

The first question, therefore, should be; where is the Otherworld? What form does it take? How do we get there? This is - ostensibly - simpler to answer in the Welsh narratives than the Irish, for in the latter it can take not only a bewildering array of forms and locations - the sea, inside hills, in mysterious buildings, islands in the sea or lakes, but an equally diverse nomenclature ie Tír na nÓg, Mag Argatnél, (such is the apparent confusion John Carey is led to conjecture that it may represent the longing for a lost Golden Age, “the journey to the Otherworld may in fact also be a return to the distant past.”[footnoteRef:5]). In Welsh sources, the Otherworld is usually known as Annwfn, or Annwn, but the location itself is not straightforward, leading to Patrick Sims-Williams’ conclusion, “Annwfn seems to be a single realm, which can be entered from many places on earth and sea.”[footnoteRef:6] The name itself has provoked debate, being susceptible to interpretation as both ‘Not World’ or ‘in world’  (an+dwfn) or ‘very deep’ (an+dwryn), [footnoteRef:7] which may imply in origin either a subterranean or sub-aquatic realm.  [5:  Ibid, p.8]  [6:  Patrick Sims-Williams ‘Kaer Sidi and Other Celtic Otherworld Terms’ in Sims-Williams, Patrick Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature (Oxford, OUP) 2010 p.57]  [7:  Haycock, Marged Legendary Tales from the Book of Taliesin (Aberystwyth, CMCS) 2nd ed, 2015 p.114] 

We are introduced to Annwfn right at the opening of Pwyll Pendefig Dyfed; it is either adjacent to, or coterminous with, Pwyll’s own kingdom of Dyfed, and specifically Glyn Cuch where he goes hunting. After insulting Arawn by claiming his kill as his own, Pwyll is told that he can only make good the slight by aiding Arawn against Hafgan. Arawn, we are told, is king ‘of’ Annwfn; Hafgan is merely a king ‘from’ Annwfn, and he is ‘a man whose territory is next to mine.’[footnoteRef:8] There are, therefore, separate kingdoms within Annwfn, much like the earthly realm, and there seems to be no supernatural method employed to deliver Pwyll there, Arawn merely assuring him “your path will be smooth, and nothing will hinder you until you get to my land.”[footnoteRef:9] Although magic is clearly employed elsewhere in the Four Branches, neither here, nor at the end of Pwyll’s year of penance does there seem to be anything magical about the transition. After the victory against Hafgan, we are told “then Pwyll set off for his meeting place, and came to Glyn Cuch.”[footnoteRef:10] This coexistence means that without some supernatural event or occurrence, it would be impossible for the reader to know that we were now in the Otherworld, which may well be the motivating factor behind the repeated appearance of strange animals, weather and events during Otherworldly encounters. [8:  Davies, Sioned The Mabinogion (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007) p4]  [9:  Ibid, p.5]  [10:  Ibid, p.6] 

Owing to Pwyll’s victory in uniting the realms under one ruler, he earns for himself the name ‘Pen Annwfn’, and is known by this thereafter. Even after his death, Arawn’s goodwill extends to Pwyll’s son Pryderi. In the Fourth Branch, Gwydion and Math plot to steal a number of pigs (a species apparently unknown, for they ‘have never been in this island before’[footnoteRef:11], thus emphasising the strange and unique quality of Otherworldly fauna), which were “sent to him from Annwfn by Arawn, king of Annwfn.”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  ibid , p48]  [12:  ibid.] 

That Annwfn was a recognised name for the Welsh Otherworld is demonstrated by its occurrence in other sources, several of which are preserved in the 14th century manuscript now known as Llyfr Taliesin, the Book of Taliesin. Although late medieval, much of the material is accepted as originating before the 10th century. In Cad Goddeu (The Battle of the Trees)  the scheming Gwydion reappears, conjuring movement into the trees of the forest to act as his army, although the poem itself acts as an autobiography by the mystical poet and author, Taliesin. After describing his origins, Taliesin tells us that his two spears “From Annwfn’s streams, they come, battle ready.”[footnoteRef:13] Although the surviving verses do not tell us the antagonists, the Battle of Trees is referenced elsewhere the story may be pieced together. In the Triad ‘Three Futile Battles of the Island of Britain’ we are told the battle was brought about because of “the bitch, the roebuck and the plover”[footnoteRef:14], and a further summary is preserved in manuscript Peniarth 98B in which the fuller picture emerges - Amaethon, brother of Gwydion, stole a white roebuck and a greyhound from Arawn, king of Annwfn, resulting in an enchanted battle.[footnoteRef:15] However, since Arawn is the enemy of Cad Goddeu, Annwfn is portrayed in a very different manner. Now it is a place of monsters, far more analogous to Christian ideas of Hell and Revelation. From its depths come “the many-scaled monster”[footnoteRef:16], a “black forked toad”[footnoteRef:17], a snake “in whose flesh are tortured a hundred souls for their sins”[footnoteRef:18]. Annwfn is not therefore, entirely the beneficent place of endless beauty, immortality and feasting other sources depict. [13:  Lewis, Gwyneth and Williams, Rowan The Book of Taliesin: Poems of Warfare and Praise in an Enchanted Britain (London, Penguin Books) 2019 p.60]  [14:  Bromwich, Rachel Trioedd Ynys Prydein, the Triads of the Islands of Britain (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 4th edition) 2017, p.217]  [15:  Bromwich muses on the similarity between Gwydion / Amatheon stealing Arawn’s roebuck in Cad Goddeu, and Gwydion / Math stealing Arawn’s pigs in the Fourth Branch. They may well share a common origin.]  [16:  Lewis, Gwyneth and Williams, Rowan The Book of Taliesin: Poems of Warfare and Praise in an Enchanted Britain (London, Penguin Books) 2019 p.55]  [17:  ibid]  [18:  ibid] 

A further encounter with Annwfn is detailed in Preiddeu Annwfn, ‘The Spoils of Annwfn’, which tells of a Otherworld raid undertaken by Arthur and Taliesin. Although events of the Mabinogi are referenced immediately (“All through the days of Pwyll’s deeds and Pryderi’s”[footnoteRef:19], this time an overseas journey is invoked, reminiscent of many of the Irish narratives, and Annwfn is presented as an island fortress, with many riddling and cryptic names. One of this, Kaer Sidi, as Marged Haycock points out[footnoteRef:20] is certainly based on the Irish Sidi, a fairy mound or tumulus. However, as pointed out by Patrick Sims-Williams in his detailed analysis, although both reference Otherworlds, whereas Annwfn is one realm with many apparent entrances “the Irish fairy mounds or side, by contrast, are independent kingdoms”[footnoteRef:21].  [19:  Lewis, Gwyneth and Williams, Rowan The Book of Taliesin: Poems of Warfare and Praise in an Enchanted Britain (London, Penguin Books) 2019 p.98]  [20:  Haycock, Marged Legendary Tales from the Book of Taliesin (Aberystwyth, CMSC) 2nd ed 2015 p.434]  [21:  Patrick Sims-Williams ‘Kaer Sidi and Other Celtic Otherworld Terms’ in Sims-Williams, Patrick Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature (Oxford, OUP) 2010 p.57] 

We see many localisations of the Otherworld into magical fortresses. Later, this would become familiar from medieval Arthurian romances, but in the Four Branches one example of this is the great fort that captures Pryderi and Rhiannon in the Third Branch - “a huge, towering fort… in a place where they had never before seen either stone or building.”[footnoteRef:22] [footnoteRef:23] That this is an Otherworldly place is subsequently confirmed when it vanishes in a cloud of mist. In Preiddeu Annwfn seven forts are identified (itself a significant number), with obscure or puzzling names. One fort revolves, another is made of glass. This latter - Caer Wydr - has a host lined on the battlements, but only with difficulty can Arthur and his men converse with their watchman, calling to mind the silence of various island dwellers encountered in the Irish tales. Sims-Williams draws parallels here with an incident in the Historia Brittonum in which the three sons of a spanish soldier see a glass tower rising from the sea. Although there are men on the tower, they do not respond when questioned, and, as Sims-Williams points out “the silence of the inhabitants, like the muteness of those revived by the cauldron of regeneration in Branwen, probably means that they are really dead.”[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Davies, Sioned The Mabinogion (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007) p37]  [23:  Indeed, they are lured into the Fort by a ‘gleaming-white wild boar’, clearly an Otherworld being and reminiscent of the swine gifted to Pwyll and Rhiannon in the First Branch, and those stolen from Pryderi in the Fourth Branch.]  [24:  Patrick Sims-Williams ‘The Early Welsh Arthurian Poems’ in Rachel Bromwich, A.O.H. Jarman and B.F. Roberts (ed) The Arthur of the Welsh (Cardiff, University of Wales Press) 2008 p.56.] 

Indeed the identification of Annwfn on an island in Preiddeu Annwfn finds expression in many other tales, and appears to be the main location as regards the Irish tradition. In the Four Branches, this is somewhat harder to identify. The overseas voyage is mirrored by Bran’s expedition to Ireland to rescue his sister, in much the same way that Irish voyage tales posit a voyage westward into the open sea to the Otherworld, and indeed that this is a mystical voyage can be determined by the occurrence of the ‘seven survivors’ that return (amongst whom are Taliesin and Pryderi). The same outcome is recorded in Preiddeu Annwfn, with the repeated emphasis ‘and seven men only returned’ throughout the poem. That the voyage to Ireland is a voyage to the Otherworld is also suggested by events in Culhwch and Olwen - Arthur and his men sail to Ireland in the same ship used in Preiddeu Annwfn; their goal is to obtain a magic cauldron which will not boil meat for a coward, again, precisely as in Preiddeu Annwfn - “the cauldron of Annwfn’s king… never designed to boil food for a coward.”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Lewis, Gwyneth and Williams, Rowan The Book of Taliesin: Poems of Warfare and Praise in an Enchanted Britain (London, Penguin Books) 2019 p.99] 

On their return the ill-fated men of Bendigeidfran’s expedition feast in Harlech for seven years (again, the recurrence of the significant number, which also echoes the seven years of Rhiannon’s penance in the First Branch) and then they set out for the island of Gwales (identified as Grassholm). They stay here for another eighty years, timeless as in many Otherworld encounters, with no recollection of the sorrows that have befallen them. It is only when they break the taboo laid upon them - not to open the door facing Cornwall - that their memories return and they are forced to continue their pilgrimage with Bran’s head.
Each of these themes - the voyage over sea, the tarrying on a mystical island, and  time moving in a manner different to the outside world - finds expression in the echtra and imramma of the Irish , although the emphasis is often different, and overlaid with a Christian sensibility that is absent in the far more secular narratives of the Mabinogi and other Welsh story poems. Muireann Ni Bhrolchain suggests other differences between the two types of Irish voyaging tales, the echtra not only featuring an invitation to the Otherworld which the protagonist finds irresistible, whereas the imramma heroes have personal reasons for embarking, but in the former the adventure itself is the main focus and reason, and the Christian veneer far less assured and encompassing.[footnoteRef:26] (For this reason Ni Bhrolchain follows Mac Cana in accepting that Immram Brain is actually an Echtra). [26:  Bhrolchain, Muireann An Introduction to Early Irish Literature (Dublin, Four Courts Press) 2009 p.81] 

Bran’s adventure follows a number of set Otherworldly patterns. The presence of the Otherworld is announced by the appearance of a strange “woman from unknown lands”.[footnoteRef:27] She appears on the floor of Bran’s house even though the place is shuttered, and when she leaves after singing her quatrains her disappearance is similarly unmarked - “they knew not whither she went.”[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Adamson, Ian and Meyer, Kuno A Journey to the Immortal Isles - the Voyage of Bran, son of Febal (Newtownards, Pretani Press) 2018 p.42]  [28:  Ibid p.52] 

The appearance of an Otherworldly woman, or a woman whose powers seem to have no natural explanation, is a repeated motif. It is similar to the appearance of Rhiannon in the First Branch, wearing a “shining golden garment”[footnoteRef:29] (Bran’s mysterious woman is dressed ‘in strange raiment’), and who also moves away and out of sight without Pwyll’s men being able to catch her. Bran is also lured by unearthly music whose source he cannot locate, no matter how often he looks behind him, recalling the feasting at Harlech in the Second Branch, when Otherworld birdsong entrances the companions of the Head, even though the birds are so distant they should not be heard.  [29:   Davies, Sioned The Mabinogion (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007) p.8] 

Bran takes to the sea in quest of the Isle of Woman in three ships of nine, [footnoteRef:30]and indeed ‘triplism’ is another common supernatural motif, which Miranda Green discusses at length, drawing parallels from depictions of Romano-Celtic deities.. Branwen herself is described as one of “the Three Chief Maidens of this Island” in the Second Branch.[footnoteRef:31] In the Third Branch, after the disappearance of Pryderi and Rhiannon, Manawydan supports himself and Cigfa by settling at Arberth (already established as an Otherworld conduit) and tilling three magnificent fields. As Marged Haycock reminds us[footnoteRef:32], the eponymous hero of Peredur fab Efrog stays with the nine witches of Gloucester, and the vitae Merlini offers us the nine sisters who tend Arthur in Avalon. In Preiddeu Annwfn we are repeatedly told of the “three full loads of Prydwen” that sail with Arthur. In Immram Curaig Maele Dúin (the Voyage of Mael Duin’s Boat), the voyagers visit 33 islands, and in another Immram ua Corra (the Voyage of Ui Corra), three brothers set sail in a three-skinned boat. Finally, Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis is replete with triadic symbolism; the company fast at three day intervals for 40 days; three men arrive unbidden to join the voyage; Saint Enda is visited for three days and three nights; there are three choirs, representing three generations. Undoubtedly, the significance of the number is buried far back in pre-Christian times, and it is difficult to do more than speculate - Green postulates a spatial (upper, early, lower worlds), or temporal (past, present, future) or even elemental (earth, air, water)[footnoteRef:33]. Given the significance of liminal spaces both in Otherworld literature, and in archaeology (burial mounds and bog bodies) it may be that the latter is close to the mark. [30:  Green, Miranda ‘Pagan Celtic Religion: Archaeology and Myth’ in Transactions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion (1990) p.24]  [31:  Ibid p.23]  [32:  Haycock, Marged Legendary Tales from the Book of Taliesin (Aberystwyth, CMCS) 2nd ed, 2015.]  [33:  Green, Miranda ‘Pagan Celtic Religion: Archaeology and Myth’ in Transactions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion (1990) p.24] 

Not only is a sea voyage a common fixture in travelling to the Otherworld, but in other instances the Otherworld lies literally ‘beneath the waves’ or, in some way, occupies the same space but is perceived differently by its occupants. There is little association with water in the Four Branches; apart from the voyage to Ireland the Otherworld is resolutely landlocked as befits the geography of the narrative primarily in north and south Wales. In the Second Branch, however, when Matholwch recounts the story of the giant Llasar Llaes Gyfnewid we have our own triad of Otherworldly motifs - the King is standing on top of a mound (drawing comparisons with Gorsedd Arberth and the fairy mounds of Ireland), when he sees the large man emerge from a lake with a cauldron on his back. All three of these elements herald the Otherworld. Later, in the Third Branch, the magical fort that ensnares Pryderi and his mother is centred around a magical well, over which hangs a golden bowl. When the two touch the bowl, they are captured.
Yet the far more significant association of the Otherworld with the sea and lakes comes in Irish mytholology. In Immram Brain the three companies have barely set sail when a figure rides towards them across the waves in a chariot. This is Manannan, god of the sea, and he explains to the incredulous sailors that what they perceive as open sea is in fact “a happy plain with profusion of flowers”.[footnoteRef:34] The sailors are told, quite baldly - “the white hue of the sea… it is land, and is not rough.”[footnoteRef:35] Indeed, the names Bran and Febail are both associated with water in their own right - Srub Brain is a headland beside Loch Febail, and in the short narrative The Colloquy of Colum Cille Colm Cille questions Mongan about Loch Febail, asking what it was formerly, and is told “it was yellow, it was flowery, it was green… I have grazed it when I was a stag; I have swum it when I was a salmon”[footnoteRef:36] (transformation is another Otherworld motif which is demonstrated in the Four Branches, in Lleu’s transformation and in the lives Taliesin boasts of having lived). He further goes on to ask “this sea to the east of us, what is under it?” and is told “there are long-haired men with broad territories beneath it; there are fearsome greatly-pregnant cows, whose lowing is musical.”[footnoteRef:37] [34:   Adamson, Ian and Meyer, Kuno A Journey to the Immortal Isles - the Voyage of Bran, son of Febal (Newtownards, Pretani Press) 2018 p.54]  [35:  Ibid p.56]  [36:  Koch, John T. (ed) The Celtic Heroic Age: Literary Sources for Ancient Celtic Europe & Early Medieval Ireland and Wales (Aberystwyth, Celtic Studies Publications) 4th edition, 2018 p.221]  [37:  ibid] 

In another adventure tale, Echtrae Lóegairi, the hero Laeghaire reaches the Otherworld realm of Mag Da Cheo, the “loveliest of plains”[footnoteRef:38] by passing through the lake of Enloch.  [38:  Jackson, Kenneth ‘The Adventure of Laeghaire Mac Crimhthainn’ Speculum Vol. 17, No. 3 (Jul., 1942), p.381] 

In the Voyage of Saint Brendan, although given a typically Christian gloss, the voyagers have a similar experience during the feast of St Peter, when they realise the sea has become crystal clear, and they can see fish on the bottom, “it even seemed that they could touch them with their hands, so clear was the sea.”[footnoteRef:39] Also, in the aforementioned Voyage of Mael Duin the travellers also enter an area where the sea looks like green glass and they can see the bottom, but beyond this “they voyaged until they came to a sea, thin and misty like a cloud, so that it seemed as if it could not support their boat. As they sailed over, it was transparent to their gaze, and they beheld underneath it roofed strongholds and a beautiful country.”[footnoteRef:40]. So prevalent in fact, is this Otherworld location that it has its own name, given in Immram Brain as Tir  fo Thonn - ‘The Land Beneath the Waves’, whose lord is Manannan mac Lir. Although his name is clearly cognate with that of the Second Branch’s Manawydan fab Llyr, their relationship is otherwise obscure. All that can be surmised is that they likely share a common origin in a pre-Christian deity; their deeds do not otherwise overlap in Welsh and Irish mythology. [39:  O’Meara, John J. The Voyage of St Brendan: Journey to the Promised Land (Gerard’s Cross, Colin Smythe) 1981 p.49]  [40:  Oskamp, H.P.A The Voyage of Mael Duin: A Study in Early Irish Voyage Literature (Groningen, Wolters-Noordhoff) 1970 p.142] 

Another obvious Otherworld motif which we have touched upon above is the appearance of a supernatural mist, which presages, or hinders, entry into the Otherworld. In the Third Branch as Pryderi, Manawydan, Rhiannon and Cigfa are sitting at the liminal Gorsedd Arberth, a great din is heard, and afterwards “there fell a blanket of mist so that they could not see each other.”[footnoteRef:41] When the mist clears, they find the countryside has become denuded of all life - people and animals. Later, when Rhiannon enters the magical fort searching for her son, the same noise and mist sweeps up, and when it clears the fort and its occupants have vanished.  [41:  Davies, Sioned The Mabinogion (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007) p.36] 

This supernatural mist is a frequent device in Welsh and Irish narrative. In the saga Baile in Scáil Conn of the Hundred Battles is walking on the ramparts of Tara when a ‘great mist’ arose and shrouded Conn and his druid in darkness. A horseman appears, and asks the pair to follow him, and as they exit the mist they find they are by his house, which is on a plain next to a golden tree. Entering the house, they find a woman wearing a golden crown, who tells them she is the sovereignty of Ireland. Following this (and a question she asks, ‘to whom shall this cup be given’, which seems to echo the unasked question which the Grail hero fails to provide in later medieval romances) the pair find themselves back in Tara. 
The magical mist makes an important appearance in the Voyage of Brendan, since it shrouds the promised land of saints he has been searching for seven years, which is the Christian substitute in the narrative for the Otherworld. The travels sail ever further eastward, until “a great fog enveloped them, so that one of them could hardly see the other.”[footnoteRef:42] The mist is representative of a number of things - a physical barrier to their goal, a spiritual blindness that can only be penetrated by the light of Christ - and indeed, “after the space of an hour a mighty light shone all around them again”[footnoteRef:43] and by virtue of God’s grace they are able to continue, their quest achieved.  [42:  O’Meara, John J. The Voyage of St Brendan: Journey to the Promised Land (Gerard’s Cross, Colin Smythe) 1981 p.67]  [43:  Ibid] 

In Echtra Cormaic the protagonist’s wife and daughter are taken away by Manannan. A mist surrounds Cormac, and when it retreats he is in the Otherworld; his task is to tell a true story over a pig (compare with previous Otherworld swine) that can only be roasted by people telling the truth. When he succeeds in doing so, not only are his family restored to him, but he is granted a Cup of Truth to return with.
This in turn suggests the final Otherworld motif we shall examine - the Cauldron, which must be considered of primary importance in establishing the degree to which the stories represent pre-Christian survival or knowledge. The main example of this in the Four Branches is, of course, the Pair Dadeni, the Cauldron of Rebirth which Bendigeidfran gifts the Irish King Matholwch, with terrible consequences. Originally the property of the giant Llasar Llaes Gyfnewid and his wife Cymydei Cymeinfoll, who dwell within the Otherworld realm of the Lake of the Cauldron. There is also an echo of the same motif in the golden bowl that hangs from four chains in the Second Branch, whose magical power is used to snare Pryderi and Rhiannon.
Another cauldron appears in Preiddeu Annwfn, the target of Arthur’s raid, which belongs to the king of Annwfn, and which will not boil meat for a coward (warmed at the fire by “the breath of nine virgins” in another example of triplism[footnoteRef:44]). This shares its property with the Cauldron of Dyrnwch the Giant, one of the Thirteen Treasures of the Island of Britain, which likewise will not boil meat for a coward. This is a clear parallel to the Cauldron of Diwrnach the Irishman in Culhwch and Olwen which, although lacking this magical power, Arthur and his retinue must similarly sail over the sea (in this case to Ireland) to retrieve.  [44:   Lewis, Gwyneth and Williams, Rowan The Book of Taliesin: Poems of Warfare and Praise in an Enchanted Britain (London, Penguin Books) 2019 p.99] 

Inevitably, the cauldron makes an appearance in the navigatio - the monks settle on an island which is in reality a giant fish. Lighting a cauldron causes the fish to stir, and the monks flee, but the cauldron is subsequently rediscovered on the island of Jasconius, it’s own symbol of rebirth. Finally, one must also mention the Cauldron of the Dagda, one of the four treasures of the Tuatha de Danaan, from which no one left hungry.
From the above it can be seen that there are significant similarities and divergences in the separate Otherworld traditions of Wales and Ireland, some of which may be informed by their geographic position. It is far more likely that Irish explorers and monks would need to embark on a sea voyage in quest of mystery than the Welsh, for whom the journey westward brought them to Ireland, which as we have seen became a symbolic Otherworld itself. There are enough similarities to suggest a shared origin, but the fragmentary and random nature of the Welsh survivals, and the later periods in which they were committed to record, makes it difficult to rule out Irish influence, or posit instead a unified pre-Christian set of beliefs. However, given the numerous convergence of motif across the Four Branches, the Taliesin poems, the Triads, and the echtrae and immrama of the Irish tradition it can be suggested that we should not wholly accept Kim McCone’s assertion that “the proper frame of reference for early Irish literature is early Christian Ireland rather than the preceding pagan period.”[footnoteRef:45] [45:  McCone, Kim Pagan Past and Christian Present (Maynooth, 1990) p.4] 
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