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The purpose of this assignment is to examine how the Otherworld is portrayed in a selection of Welsh and Irish literature, observing some of the similarities and repeated themes or ideas and also some of the differences between the representations from each of the texts.
So, what is an Otherworld?  Myles Dillon describes the Irish Otherworld in terms of its characteristics,
‘a country where there is no sickness nor age nor death; where happiness lasts for ever and there is no saiety; where food and drink do not diminish when consumed; where to wish for something is to possess it; where a hundred years are as one day.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  M. Dillon, Early Irish Literature (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1994) p. 101.] 

According to Patrick Sims-Williams,
‘The so-called ‘Otherworld’ appears in both medieval Irish and Welsh literature, where it has two main locations: under the ground, including beneath lakes and springs, and on islands across (or under) the sea.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  P. Sims-Williams, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, p. 53] 

He goes on to stress that there does not appear to be a single term either in Irish or Welsh, equivalent to the term ‘Otherworld’, to describe these different types of location, and suggests that it could even refer simply to ‘another region’ rather than places that are ‘supernatural and divorced from ‘this world’’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Sims-Williams, Irish Influence, p. 53] 

In both Irish and Welsh literature, the Otherworld (or Otherworlds) are seen to be places that are somehow separate from the mortal world where strange and supernatural events take place.  While in some ways Dillon portrays the Otherworld as some form of wonderful paradise, Hillers reminds us that, particularly in the Irish immrama tales this is not always the case.
‘Like a folktale heroine who might encounter either a prince of a wolf in the wood, the heroes of the early Irish voyage tales encounter benevolent and malevolent creatures and visit idyllic as well as perilous islands.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  B. Hillers, ‘Voyages Between Heaven And Hell: Navigating The Early Irish Immram Tales’, Proceedings of the Harvard Colloquium, Vol. 13 (1993), 66-81 (p. 66).] 

Although these descriptions are referring to Irish Otherworlds, some of these characteristics can also be found in the Welsh Otherworlds.  Marged Haycock tells us that we have in Preiddeu Annwn,
‘the fullest description of the Otherworld that we have in the early Welsh material, and it should be taken together with the portion of Golychaf-i gulwyd where the Taliesin persona dwells for a few lines on kaer sidi:’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  M. Haycock, ‘Preiddeu Annwn and the Figure of Taliesin’, Studia Celtica Vol XVII/XIX (1983), 52-78 (p. 55).] 

She states that a number of observations can be made from these two Welsh works.  I have paraphrased some of her suggestions below as points for consideration.  We can already see echoes of Dillon’s Irish Otherworld characteristics in this list.
i. The Otherworld was known by a multiplicity of names and had ‘otherworldly’ features.
ii. It is located in or under the sea: although some other liminal area could divide the mortal world and the Otherworld.
iii. One of its characteristics is music or poetry.
iv. There is often an abundance of intoxicating liquor, wine in particular. 
v. Its inhabitants are shown as being ‘other’ by the fact that sickness and old age do not afflict them.
vi. The equipment there is either exotic or magical. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Haycock, ‘Preiddeu Annwn’, p. 55.] 

Since there is no single term for ‘The Otherworld’ as we perceive it today, it is not surprising that we see a range of names for the Otherworlds in the different texts.
The Four Branches of the Mabinogi have a number of references to The Otherworld and stories of encounters with Otherworld characters.  The first part of the First Branch provides us with our first introduction to the Otherworld of the Mabinogi tales.  In this story Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed gets separated from his men whilst out hunting and as he follows a stag with his own hounds, he finds it has been caught by another hunting pack.  This pack of hounds is quite special, described as ‘… a gleaming shining white, and their ears were red.’ [footnoteRef:7]  As in many of these tales, the colours of these dogs signifies an imminent encounter with an Otherworld character.  In this case, Pwyll meets Arawn, the King of Annwfn.  Even in the first couple of pages of this text we are provided with details and hints about the Otherworld, including the name.  In Welsh tales, Annwfn is a name for the Celtic Otherworld[footnoteRef:8] and since Arawn is introduced as the King of Annwfn, we tend to assume that at least in Welsh texts, the Otherworld is one realm, a kingdom over which there is but one ruler.  It is interesting to note however, that at the end of this episode, [7:  S. Davies, The Mabinogion, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) p. 3.]  [8:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 228.] 

‘because he had stayed that year in Annwfn, and had ruled there so successfully, and united the two realms through his courage and prowess, the name Pwyll prince of Dyfed, fell into disuse, and he was called Pwyll Pen Annwfn from then on.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 8.] 

Annwfn is the usual name for the Welsh Otherworld but aliases exist too.  Sims-Williams uses Preiddeu Annwn as an excellent example of this. ‘Annwfn is in one stanza called kaer sidi.’[footnoteRef:10]  This is quite significant as the name kaer sidi is generally accepted as a term that has been borrowed from Middle Irish ‘sídi’, meaning ‘fairy mound’, and suggests a mutual understanding or knowledge between the Welsh and the Irish.  The descriptive names for Annwfn continue in this poem, some of them are shown below, [10:  Sims-Williams, Irish Influence, pp. 66-67] 

‘Taliesin alludes cryptically to Arthur’s raid on Annwfn, here portrayed as an island fortess, and refers to Annwfn by a series of names which are partly obscure (such as kaer rigor, kaer golud, and kaer vandwy) and partly intelligible (such as kaer wydyr) ‘Fortress of Glass’.’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Sims-Williams, Irish Influence, p. 67] 

There is even more of a variety of appellations in the Irish texts.  In the ‘Adventures and Voyages’ of Irish literature, the ‘Otherworld’ is often referred to as the ‘‘Land of the Living’, ‘Delightful Plain’, ‘Land of the Young’ or ‘Promised Land’.’[footnoteRef:12]  We notice some degree of similarity between the concepts and features of some Otherworlds between the texts but almost each location has a slightly different name appropriate to the peculiarities of each Otherworldly place.  Take the islands in Immram Brain, the Voyage of Bran, for example, the ‘Island of Joy’ and the ‘Land of the Women’ are the two Otherworld locations that Bran and his group visit[footnoteRef:13]  and their features remind us of ‘The Island of Laughers’ and ‘The Island Queen and her Seventeen Daughters’ in The Voyage of Mael Duín.  This tale also introduces the reader to a plethora of other lands with diverse names such as  ‘The Island of the Enormous Ants’, ‘The Island of the Chanting Birds’ or ‘The Island on the Pedestal’ and each provides a different experience for the voyagers.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  M. Dillon and N. Chadwick, The Celtic Realms (London: Phoenix Press, 2000) p. 241]  [13:  K. Meyer, The Voyage of Bran Son of Febal to the Land of the Living, (Felinfach: Llanerch Publishers, 1994) p. 30]  [14:  W. Stokes, ‘The Voyage of Mael Duin’, Revue Celtique, 9 (1888), 447–495 p. 451
] 

The location of the Otherworld or Otherworlds appears to vary from tale to tale, according to the imagination of the different authors.  Shack tells us that in both Welsh and Irish traditions, ‘the Otherworld is reached after long and difficult voyages.’[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  J. Shack, ‘Otherworld and Norman ‘Other’: Annwfn and its colonial implications in the First Branch Of The Mabinogi’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, Vol. 35 (2015), 172-186, p. 175.] 

The Second Branch of the Mabinogi has a kind of voyage story that does not result in a visit to Annwfn but does involve otherworldly feasting, the passage of inordinate amounts of time and conversations with a severed head which would not usually occur in the mortal world.  In this story a group of seven men return to Wales, the Land of the Mighty, after a fierce battle in Ireland.  Many of their number were killed and their leader, the giant Bendigeidfran, was fatally wounded.  Bendigeidfran orders his own head to be cut off and then his men promise to take his sister Branwen safely home and to take his head to London to be buried at Gwynfryn.  As soon as they arrive on Welsh soil Branwen dies of a broken heart and the seven men continue their quest towards Gwynfryn.  First, they feast in Harlech for seven years.  Then they travel on a voyage to the island of Gwales, identified as the island of Grassholm off the Pembrokeshire Coast,[footnoteRef:16] but not one word in the text acknowledges the distance or difficulty to travel there.  It is described in one line, ‘at the end of the seventh year they set out for Gwales in Penfro.’[footnoteRef:17]   [16:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 292.]  [17:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 33.] 

In contrast the Voyage of Bran shows an example of a very eventful voyage.  One interesting aspect of this tale is the balance of the elements of the story.  The first section is a prophecy, describing how the journey will be, then there is a large section detailing the encounter with Manannan the Son of Ler during the voyage.  The actual experiences of the destinations seem less important.  The Voyage of Mael Duin is a detailed example of another challenging trip involving the discovery of over thirty Otherworldly islands with vivid descriptions and colourful imagery.  Stokes comments that the story seems ‘full of fancy and even imaginative power.’[footnoteRef:18]  This story is very much concerned with the differences between these Otherworlds, some happy and some terrifying. [18:  Stokes, The Voyage of Mael Duin, p. 448] 

An exception to this observation about voyages leading to the Otherworld is found in the First Branch of the Mabinogi.  Arawn, King of Annwfn tells Pwyll, ‘Your path will be smooth, and nothing will hinder you until you get to my land, and I will escort you’[footnoteRef:19] and a very short time later, they arrive at the gates of his kingdom.  In this story Annwfn, is a relatively short distance and an easy journey from the mortal land inhabited by Pwyll.  No long, challenging voyage is involved here, there seems to be a very thin veil between the two worlds in this tale and indeed others in the Welsh tradition.  The Third Branch of the Mabinogi, for example, is full of otherworldly enchantment but with no reference to Annwfn.  The party went to Gorsedd Arberth and  [19:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 5.] 

‘they heard a tumultuous noise, and with the intensity of the noise there fell a blanket of mist so that they could not see each other.  And after the mist, everywhere became bright.  When they looked to where they had once seen the flocks and herds and dwelling-places, they could see nothing at all.’[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 36-37.] 

It is only later in the story that we discover that Llwyd son of Cil Coed ‘placed an enchantment on the seven cantrefs of Dyfed.’[footnoteRef:21]  So the mortal world becomes Otherworldly in this case. [21:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 45.] 

Music, song and poetry play a significant role in depictions of Otherworlds in both Welsh and Irish texts.  The following examples show some of the variety of uses of music and poetry within the different tales.
Once Pwyll has arrived in Annwfn disguised as Arawn, he takes part in the activities of the court which involve ‘eating and drinking, singing and carousing.’[footnoteRef:22]  In fact, ‘he spends the whole year ‘hunting, and singing and carousing’.[footnoteRef:23]  This appears to illustrate the usual activities of an Otherworld Royal Court. [22:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 5.]  [23:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 5.] 

The Voyage of Bran uses music and poetry in an unusual way.  This story begins in the court of Bran, with the sudden appearance of a strange woman from unknown lands.  She has been able to enter the court by magical means.   Earlier, Bran had been out in the local area and kept hearing music behind him but was unable to discover the source.  So sweet was the melody that he fell asleep.  On waking, he finds a branch of silver with white blossoms and takes it back to court.  This appears to be the connection between Bran and the woman from the Otherworld.  Now mysteriously inside the court, she sings fifty quatrains to Bran and the others, a prophecy, a lyrical rendition of a trip that Bran will make.  In enticing Bran to take the voyage, the woman describes several musical aspects of the ‘Land of Women’.  She says that it is a place where ‘joy is known, ranked around music’, ‘there is nothing rough or harsh, But sweet music striking on the ear’ and tells him they will be ‘listening to sweet music, drinking the best of wine’.[footnoteRef:24]  The description is so engaging that Bran is compelled to experience this voyage.  During the voyage Bran meets a character called Manannan the son of Ler, and his words are also written in thirty quatrains of verse.   [24:  Meyer, The Voyage of Bran, pp. 6-8] 

Music sending mortals into deep sleep is also seen in the Voyage of Mael Duin on ‘The Island of the Magical Bridge and the Beautiful Hostess’.  It describes the striking of the brazen fastening and brazen net, ‘the sound which they made was a sweet and soothing music, which sent them to sleep till the morrow.’[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Stokes, The Voyage of Mael Duin, p. 489 ] 

The Second Branch of the Mabinogi provides us with an example of Otherworldly music, in this case birdsong, combined with feasting.  
‘As soon as they began to eat and drink, three birds came and began to sing them a song, and all the songs they had heard before were harsh compared to that one.’[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 33.] 

Haycock suggested the prominence of the abundance of intoxicating liquor as a feature of the Welsh Otherworld, but to this I would add the abundance of food, and in particular, food that does not diminish, is a characteristic seen in Welsh and Irish tales.  The men were welcomed to the ‘Land of the Women’ in the Voyage of Bran,
‘The food that was put on every dish vanished not from them.  It seemed a year to them that they were there, - it chanced to be many years.  No savour was wanting to them. [footnoteRef:27] [27:  Meyer, The Voyage of Bran, p. 30] 

Peredur son of Efrog discovers a pavilion in a great desolate forest after travelling for two days and two nights.  A maiden greets him and
‘at the far end of the pavilion he could see a table and two flagons full of wine, and two loaves of white bread, and chops of the flesh of suckling pigs.’[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 67.] 

While not strictly a visit to the Otherworld the experience certainly has Otherworldly characteristics.  The Otherworld feast scenes in the Mabinogi tales do not usually elaborate on the details on the food and drink in the same manner as in some of the Irish tales.  For example, The Voyage of Mael Duín is littered with references to liquor and food.  This is in part due to the theme and style of the tale, the group are travelling by boat and do not take many supplies with them, they naturally have to rely on the hospitality of their Otherworld hosts or go hungry.  One element of the feasts is that they often appear to be prepared in advance as if the hosts were expecting the guests, as shown in the scene above with Peredur.  Since these are generally Otherworld experiences, it is perfectly possible for the hosts to have some knowledge of the actions of the mortals.
The group arrive at ‘The House of Salmon’ hungry and thirsty but find
‘a bed for every three of his household, and food for three before every bed, and a vessel of glass with good liquor before every bed,’[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Stokes, The Voyage of Mael Duin, p. 469.] 

During the next part of the voyage Mael Duín took a rod of wood in his hand and
‘on the third day he found a cluster of three apples at the end of the rod.  For forty nights each of these apples sufficed them.’[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Stokes, The Voyage of Mael Duin, p. 469-471.] 

They arrived on the island with ‘The Guardian Cat’ and found the beautiful white fort deserted apart from the cat.  Inside they find ‘a roasted ox, moreover, and a flitch in the midst of the house, and great vessels with good intoxicating liquor’.[footnoteRef:31]  On the ‘Island of the Four Fences’, a maiden ‘dealt (liquor) to them out of a little vessel, so that they slept an intoxication of three days and three nights.’[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Stokes, The Voyage of Mael Duin, p. 479.]  [32:  Stokes, The Voyage of Mael Duin, p. 487.] 

Supernatural characteristics are common in the Otherworld locations.  In the Second Branch, at the end of the seven-year feast in Harlech, the group travel to the island of Gwales where they find a Royal dwelling above the sea with a great hall waiting for them.
‘That night they stayed there contented and lacking nothing.  And of all the sorrow they had themselves seen and suffered, they remembered none of it nor of any grief in the world.  And there they spent eighty years so that they were not aware of ever having spent a more pleasurable or more delightful time.’[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 33-34.] 

This particular feast lasted for eighty years and descriptions like this give us more of an insight into the features of the Welsh Otherworld, a place where time passes quickly, people do not age, food does not diminish and there is no grief or sorrow.  The poem Golychaf-i Gulwyd describes ‘Kaer Sidi’ (Caer Siddi) in a similar way, here there is both ‘harmonious song’ and ‘sickness and old age do not afflict those who are there.’[footnoteRef:34] [34:  M. Haycock, Legendary Poems from the Book of Taliesin, Aberystwyth: CMCS, 2007 p. 277 §45-46.] 

There are a few detailed descriptions of the physical aspects of Welsh Otherworlds.  The description of the court at Annwfn in the First Branch, is rather unremarkable for an Otherworld court,
‘He saw sleeping quarters there and halls and rooms and the most beautifully adorned buildings that anyone had seen.’ And,
‘Of all the courts he had seen on earth, that was the court with the most food and drink and golden vessels and royal jewels.’[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 5.] 

This description does not make the Otherworld court sound any grander or more impressive than any Royal court in any mortal kingdom.   However, the description of the castle from the Dream of the Emperor Maxen, conjours a real sense of opulence and ‘otherworldliness’.
‘He thought that the roof-tiles of the hall were all of gold.  The side of the hall he thought to be of valuable, sparkling stones.  The floors of the hall he imagined to be of pure gold, with golden couches and silver tables.’[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 104. ] 

In the Third Branch a hunt and a chance encounter with ‘a gleaming-white wild boar’, leads Pryderi and Manawydan to ‘a huge, towering fort, newly built, in a place where they had never before seen either stone or building.’[footnoteRef:37]  Manawydan suspects some kind of spell has been cast but Pryderi insists on entering the fort to search for his hounds.  Pryderi finds the fort empty apart from a well, surrounded by marblework and a golden bowl suspended above a marble slab by four chains.  Entranced by the beauty of the bowl, he grabs it and as he does so, his hands stick to the bowl, his feet stick to the marble and he loses the ability to speak.  Manawydan waited for Pryderi to come out of the fort and eventually returned to court alone.  He tells Rhiannon the story of the appearance of the strange fortress and she heads out to search for Pryderi.  She finds the fort as Manawydan described and enters to find Pryderi holding the bowl.  She reaches out and take hold of the bowl, promptly getting stuck in the same way and also finding herself unable to speak.  When night fell, there was a huge noise, a blanket of mist and they and the fort disappeared.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 39.]  [38:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 40.] 

This peculiar property of certain objects is another element of the Otherworlds.  The ‘sticky’ object used to trap mortals is one that comes to mind from two Irish tales.  The story of the ‘Island Queen and her Seventeen Daughters’ in the Voyage of Mael Duín is reminiscent of the ‘Land of the Women’ in the Voyage of Bran.  When Bran and his crew arrive at the ‘Land of the Women’, they are hesitant to go ashore.
‘The woman throws a ball of thread to Bran straight over his face.  Bran put his hand on the ball, which clave to his palm. The thread of the ball was in the woman’s hand, and she pulled the coracle towards the port.’[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Meyer, The Voyage of Bran, p. 30.] 

Compare this with the point when Mael Duin decides to leave the ‘Island of the Queen and her Seventeen Daughters’, they board the boat. 
‘Then she comes on a horse and flings a clew after them, and Mael duin catches it, and it clung to his hand.  A thread of the clew was in her hand, and she draws the boat unto her, by means of the thread, back to the harbour.’[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Stokes, The Voyage of Mael Duin, p. 69] 

In the Dream of Emperor Maxen, we have an example of a magic chair.  Once inside the castle, Maxen sees the beautiful maiden on a golden chair.  She gets up, he embraces her, and they sit together on the chair.  Maxen remarks that ‘the chair was no narrower for them both than for the maiden alone.’[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 105.] 

We have considered here a wide selection of descriptions of the Otherworld or Otherworlds from both Welsh and Irish texts.  It seems that the Welsh Otherworld is usually known by the name Annwfn and occasionally given aliases for dramatic or poetic reasons.  The Irish Otherworld, however, appears to be a collection of individual places that may or may not be connected to each other.  These Otherworlds are variously located; in Irish texts we see many examples of Island Otherworlds whereas in the Welsh texts apart from Preiddeu Annwn and Gwales in the Second Branch of the Mabinogi, there are fewer island-based locations.  Travel is often involved to access some Irish Otherworlds, as shown in the examples here and they are a mixture of both safe and scary places.  Some Otherworld lands and experiences, particularly in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi are more easily accessed, almost accidentally, from the mortal world, through forest clearings, enchanted mists or other form of portal to the Otherworld, yet not to Annwfn as we know it.  
Music and poetry are mentioned in many forms, music, singing and birdsong and some tales, Preiddeu Annwn and Golychaf-i Gulwyd are poems and The Voyage of Bran uses poetry quite extensively, particularly for the voices of Otherworldly characters.  The tale of the Voyage of Bran seems unusual in its proportion of poetry to prose in comparison to other texts I have encountered so far.  The power of music is interesting though, as it is not simply used as entertainment but also to draw mortals to the Otherworld, to cause or illustrate enchantment and to create atmosphere within the tale.
The inhabitants of the Otherworlds often seem joyful and young, without cares, or sickness or death.  Otherworld characters appear to have magical powers of enchantment and so do objects in their land from golden chairs to balls of thread.  The Otherworldly food and drinks are often enchanted since plates do not empty for some years and glasses do not run dry, and a single fruit can sustain for many days without diminishing.  Feasting, food and drink are a large part of the activity in both mortal and otherworldly courts and the Irish texts seem to provide more specific detail of the food and drink than in the Welsh texts.  
We have seen that there is no clear consensus on the location or the features of the Otherworld between the Irish and Welsh texts, or even within the Welsh texts themselves, and there is some evidence to support the characteristics suggested by Marged Haycock.  There are different styles of writing and the elements of each tale change according to the imagination of the writers, but they do share a similar fantastical Otherworld inspiration.  Since the First Branch of the Mabinogi begins with a mortal spending time in the Otherworld, and that Pwyll is known as Pwyll Pen Annwfn after this, it is surprising that there are so few visits to Annwfn in the later tales, unless of course the ‘uniting’ of the two realms somehow infuses the seven cantrefs of Dyfed with Otherworldly characteristics?
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