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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 us all, most especially the matter of distinguishing between right and wrong and behaving accordingly.’ Discuss with reference to the Four Branches of the Mabinogi.
This essay will examine issues of right and wrong in The Four Branches of The Mabinogi and will suggest that John K. Bollard has overstated the case for The Four Branches as a universal model of good behaviour.
Instead the emphasis of the essay is on the importance of other features. There is in most cases an underlying morality in traditional tales and storytelling and the Mabinogi is a continuation of this inheritance. 
This is tempered by the way stories are always moulded within a specific political and legal context and consequently models of behaviour in the Four Branches may not be universally desirable.
 Examples will show that it is possible to interpret the actions of the characters in different ways and that John K. Bollard has searched too hard for unity and positive modes of conduct.
The direction of the argument is that the text is concerned with right and wrong while simultaneously reflecting contextual influences. Bollard has put too much stress on the unity and morality of the work and too little on the influence of wider storytelling traditions and the historical background.
This essay will look at some examples from the text and question some of Bollard’s assumptions. It will look at certain sections of the Four Branches where the behaviour of the characters is not necessarily the key to good conduct.
Bollard in his work gives valuable detailed analysis of the text. It is in his broad conclusions that he gives too much weight to the moral codes of The Four Branches.
Conflict and change are the driving forces behind narrative, not unity. Yet J.K. Bollard has described the essential unity of the Mabinogi and explained this through the key themes of ‘friendships, marriages and feuds’ 1
Bollard sees these as ‘three of the functions of society which bind together, or separate, various groups and elements of that society.’ 2
However, the outcomes of friendship, marriage and feuding in the work can be viewed in various ways. They may be closely related to political alliances which are valid motivations within the story but may not be applicable to readers today.
Bollard sees themes as woven throughout the tales as the author has produced ‘structural and especially thematic juxtaposition and interlace.’ 3 This idea of thematic unity is important as it is according to Bollard how the author creates an overarching sense of right and wrong in the work.
Bollard picks up the strands to argue his case and traces a pattern by making connections, which may or may not exist. He has played down the inconsistencies and missing parts. There is unlacing as well as interlacing. 
For example, towards the end of the Second Branch, the death of Efnysien in the cauldron, followed by Branwen’s death on the banks of the Alaw are points of natural conclusion.
 Despite this, the story continues in the same episode, to cover a long period of time. It refers to other areas of Welsh literature such as triads and The Assembly of the Noble Head. 4 The section from Branwen’s death to the end of the Branch resembles a shortened version of a separate branch.
 This is not directly concerned with right and wrong in the Four Branches, but it does suggest that the author is not completely in charge of the course of the storyline. If the author is not completely in control of the storyline he is not completely in control of the moral value of the work.
Bollard accepts that Celtic mythology and traditional material are used by the author as the basis for The Four Branches:
   ...the author adapts these materials creating a revitalised myth infused with a vision and a moral code to meet the contemporary needs of his audience, a myth in terms of which it could examine and evaluate its own society. 5
In this instance Bollard is stating that the myth is tailored to the twelfth century audience, whereas at other times he widens the scope of the value of the work to suggest a universal morality for all time:
    ...but the ultimate lessons to be learned are as applicable in the mundane world of the twelfth century (or even the twentieth) as they are in the timeless realms of story...6
In other words, the stories had value in the twelfth century and beyond as examples of good behaviour. Taking this stance, Bollard understands the importance of storytelling, but he overstates the case by placing an overwhelming burden on the unifying author.
The role of story is a crucial aspect of human psychology, developed over a long period of time, using language and shared understanding to bring people together.
Bollard agrees that storytelling is the at the heart of the four branches in this oddly worded sentence, where he puts storytelling in first place by naming it as second.
   The author’s main concern (second, of course, to that of telling a good tale) is with the relationship between people in general, and the feuds and dissensions within the tales form only one facet of the total picture. 7
Bollard recognises here that the lessons stem from the storytelling tradition and not exclusively from this version of the Four Branches, although the general direction of his argument is to credit the author and not the Otherworld for these benefits.
Following Bollard, Sioned Davies describes the way the audience is trusted to work out the significance of the work in that ‘the author conveys a scale of values which he commends to contemporary society, doing so by implication rather than by any direct commentary.’8
It is true that the story is set out without comment leaving the reader to draw their own conclusions. It is left to the audience to work out the significance. But this is true of nearly all storytelling.
To compare storytelling to instructional writing, storytelling, in most cases, has an underlying symbolic nature, emerging from and absorbed into human imagination, whereas instructional writing is likely to be clearly laid out and explained. It is typical of storytelling in general that values of right and wrong are not made explicit and this is true of the Mabinogi. 
Morality and empathy are important in all literature. This is one of the basic functions of narrative, as out of curiosity and the desire to know what happens next, the reader or listener finds an understanding of human behaviour.
The author is seen by Bollard as completely in control of the process, where to an extent the author is hindered by the weight of the material he is manipulating.
Bollard does at times identify these aspects of the work:
   This (vision and moral code) is, of course, one of the roles of mythology. It is also an important function of a work of literature, and The Mabinogi is both myth and literature. 9
This is a perceptive understanding, but in overstating the role of the author and the moral code he disseminates, Bollard has underestimated the empathic nature of storytelling in general and the nature of the traditional material which lies at its base.
In 2017 the Bishop of Liverpool, the Right Reverend Paul Bayes criticised ‘a system which builds walls instead of bridges’ in reference to the support of some American religious leaders for Donald Trump. 10
This visual use of language is close to The Second Branch scene where the leader Bendigeidfran transforms his body into a bridge, allowing his men to cross a river. It is a visual memorable description. It holds a significant meaning without spelling it out. This is an example of the symbolic and psychological power of storytelling.
The phrase ‘build walls instead of bridges’ is unlikely to have come directly or indirectly from The Mabinogi. But it comes from a similar place. Bendigeidfran literally becomes a bridge and the storyteller is not saying the reader should do the same. He is allowing the reader to find the meaning from a visual representation.
Andrew Welsh points out that the emphasis on unity of theme in the four branches is one found everywhere in storytelling:
   And is there likely ever to have been a storyteller or an audience with no desire for structure in a tale and no satisfaction in the harmonizing of its elements, or with no sense that the tale, however fantastic those story elements might be, meant something? 11
Overall, it is valuable to look for the issues of right and wrong raised in the Four Branches, but Bollard has not always looked in the right place. 
The other important point is that the Mabinogi may not speak for all of us. The issues of importance to kings and leaders may not be so important to the less powerful who are without voice and may have a different story.
Therefore, it is helpful to be aware of issues such as the portrayal of women in The Four Branches. It is clear that to employ a virgin foot-holder, to use a magic twig to test virginity, to create a woman out of flowers to give to man, and for an adult son to promise his mother in marriage to a man she has not met, are not situations we think of as appropriate social conduct today.
One example, Blodeuedd, has been described as ‘a wayward amoral spirit-being, in some ways rather like Mary Shelley’s created monster Frankenstein’ 12 
Bollard states ‘In the case of The Mabinogi meaning lies in the behaviour of the characters and in the choices they make.’ 13 The character of Blodeuedd is constructed solely as a wife for Lleu and is transformed magically into an owl. These are not areas of choice for her and it is notable that it is a female character who is dominated in this way.
That is not to say that women, including Blodeuedd, do not at times play a vibrant, active part in the stories and continue to hold a high fascination for the reader today, but when examining right and wrong, the nature of gender relationships within the world of The Mabinogi is relevant.
Christianity is another factor to consider. Christianity is concerned with morality and the stories take place within a Christian society, without any attempt to preach. Phrases referring to God are dropped in but little further is written of Christian matters. Pagan elements of magic and the supernatural emerge as though part of the natural world, without emphasis.
Bollard describes the stories as set in a non- Christian milieu but states the author ‘has minimized the non–Christian elements of the tales.’ 14
To look at this another way, the author has not maximised the Christian elements and the ethical system in The Four Branches owes more to wider European story traditions than to Christianity.
Folk motifs and traditions may have an intrinsic ‘moral of the story’, for example they may highlight the consequences of thoughtless behaviour or show how natural justice prevails.
Looking at The First Branch, Bollard has named the folk motifs of The Calumniated Wife, The Monster Hand and the Congenital Animal in the section where Rhiannon’s baby disappears. 15 He continues to give the credit to the author in this section and not to the story telling tradition:
   He has integrated them into a complex of incidents demonstrating some basic moral lessons about truth, faithfulness, and humility, especially in his portrayals of the characters of Rhiannon and Teyrnon. 16
 When the child first disappears, the women blame Rhiannon as they fear ‘burning us alive or putting us to death would be too small a punishment for this.’ 17  It is interesting that the women were liable to receive a worse punishment than Rhiannon as queen.
Bollard says of the wrongful accusation of Rhiannon and the loss of her son:
   The author has carefully structured this passage to impress his audience with the characterization and moral implications in the tale, and the sympathy which he arouses even in the modern reader... 18
But the same can be said of the Calumniated Wife tale in all cases. The wife is wrongfully accused and that positions the reader or listener with the woman described.
The Calumniated Wife is a wrongly accused woman, Folk motif K2210.1. 19 By showing the audience or reader a woman suffering from a wrongful accusation, empathy is there for the woman already. The situation is wrong because the woman is wrongly accused. 
 Andrew Welsh writes of the same incident that the author has ‘kept the focus on the central issues of his story: the basic pattern of false accusation and unjustified punishment...’ 20
It is true that Teyrnon and his wife behave unselfishly. The same cannot be said for Pwyll who offers to maintain Teyrnon and his wife and asks for his agreement to give him to Pendaran Dyfed to foster. Because of Pwyll’s high status they are unlikely to disagree. A story with a greater sense of justice may lead Pwyll to ask Teyrnon and his wife to continue to foster the boy. However, that would not be in keeping with the fostering customs of the time.
To look at the issue of friendship in the same branch, Bollard states that the friendship between Pwyll and Arawn ‘is a careful examination of various aspects of the nature of friendship itself.’ 21
The first meeting between the two is formal and polite while concerned with a breach of hunting etiquette. 22 
The following exchange reveals the formality of their interaction.
‘Sir,’ he said, ‘I know who you are, but I will not greet you.’ 
‘Well,’ said Pwyll,’perhaps your rank is such that you are not obliged to.’ 23 
Pwyll is unaware of the breach and offers to make amends to restore the friendship. To restore the friendship means to compensate and is not an example of friendship as seen today. the usual sense. 24 They have only just met so cannot have struck up a close friendship in the usual meaning of the words.
Arawn asks Pwyll to help him ‘By ridding me of that oppression-and you can do that easily-you will win my friendship. 25
There is no explanation of why Arawn is fighting Hafgan and Pwyll is cornered into assisting Arawn to repay the debt of discourtesy. Awawn quickly offers his plan to Pwyll which suggests he may have engineered the hunting situation deliberately. 
After the fatal blow Hafgan questions Pwyll as to his motives as the two men have no reason to be enemies. At this point Pwyll stops the attack and he does not strike a further blow to Hafgan. This is not a result of compassion or mercy but shows that Pwyll follows Arawn’s instructions to only strike Hafgan once. Given that Hafgan is mortally wounded already, Pwyll’s behaviour which appears to be considered is controlled by his debt to the powerful Arawn. 
Similarly, the loyalty of Pwyll to Arawn arises from the same connection.  Arawn learns from his wife that Pwyll has chastely slept in the same bed as her. 
This appears to be an example of friendship, loyalty and steadfastness. The queen, however, describes ‘a firm bargain’ between the men which is closer to the sense discussed above of friendship as an alliance. 26
Helen Fulton states that Pwyll completes ‘a journey that every ‘good prince’ must make assisted by his teachers and mentors.’ 27 and places the relationship between Pwyll and Arawn in a historical context where ‘Resistance merely escalates violence and precipitates economic ruin. Compliance at least preserves regional power and regional stability.’ 28
The loyalty between Pwyll and Arawn stems from an alliance between two leaders with Arawn in control, rather than a close friendship. 
To next take a section from The Second Branch, the character of Efnysien is an example of how not to behave.
After the mutilation of Mathlolwych’s horses by Efnysien, Bendigeidfran states that because he is related ‘it is not easy for me to either kill or destroy him.’ 29  Bendigeidfran sends messengers to offer compensation to Matholwch instead. 
To examine Bendigeidfran’s behaviour, if he had acted decisively and killed Efnysien, the chain of events that follow would not take place. Bollard writes of ‘the more positive results of prudent action and respect for the bonds of kinship and friendship.’ 30 But, Bendigeidfran’s respect for his kinship connection to Efnysien is the primary trigger that leads to the deaths of Gwern, Efnysien, Branwen and many soldiers. It lays waste to two countries and leads to the removal of the head of Bendigeidfran. 
To envisage an alternative story where Bendigeidfran acts quickly and decisively to curb Efnysien makes clear that respect for the bonds of kinship may not always be appropriate.
Bollard describes Efnysien as a character who causes ‘unnecessary trouble’ 31 but Efnysien causes necessary trouble in terms of the storytelling function. 
Taking a psychological approach to the character of Efnysien, Natasha Summer sees in him ‘the inexplicable nature of violence and trauma.’ 32
When Efnysien destroys himself in the cauldron, the representation of violence and trauma is destroyed and in this way the story is healed in a symbolic way. Without enforcing a specific mode of behaviour this part of the story resolves. 
In the Third Branch there are further relevant scenes relating to the character of Manawydan. Manawydan is a character of importance in the discussion of right and wrong in the Four Branches. 
Mac Cana saw the character of Manawyden as a representation close to the author, a cleric with a strong sense of tolerance and moderation. 33
Bollard writes that Manawydan ‘prevents disaster’ 34 with his prudence, knowledge, counsel and craftsmanship but another interpretation is that Manawyden causes problems and avoids them by running away in this section of The Third Branch.
The four characters travel to England and Manawyden is revealed as a highly skilled craftsman. His ability threatens the livelihood of the locals. Each time they hear of the local jealousy Pryderi wants to react with violence:
‘my advice is not to leave the town but rather to kill these churls.’ To which Manawyden replies ‘It would be better for us to go to another town...’ 35 This is repeated with the crafts of saddlery, shield making and shoe making. Each time they avoid confrontation by moving on, but the problem is not resolved.
Manawydan completes his inward journey to a place of wise leadership in the scene with the mouse. He ‘proves himself to be neither a poor friend nor a pedantic vengeful man, but shows that he is largely concerned with the maintenance of peace and order.’ 36
To read the scene from a different angle, Manawydan holds the crucial mouse in his hand at the right time by coincidence, not skill. Threatening to kill the mouse, if he is aware that she is a transformed pregnant woman, is a violent act. His apparent knowledge of the true identity of the mouse appears from nowhere, not from wise kingly behaviour.
Taking advice and counsel are commendable behaviours. Consultation and caution, listening to the views of others before deciding on a plan of action, are useful tools of leadership. 
The use of counsel and advice in this work, however, is not always a main part of the storyline. By comparison, for example, in Hans Christian Andersen’s The Emperor's New Clothes, the ministers’ words to the emperor are central to the story. The taking of advice in The Four Branches at times has little meaning and merely adds a veneer of consultation to the stories. 
Bollard looks closely at the role of cyngor in Branwen:
   There are no less than twelve incidents in this relatively short story in which cyngor is used, sometimes three or four times, or in which the giving of advice is an important element. 37
However, although advice is taken by both Bendigeidfran and Matholwych in the Second Branch, it often has no role in the development of the story.
For example, after receiving Branwen’s message, Bendigeidfran takes counsel before sailing to Ireland. If he had made this decision without counsel, the outcome would be the same within the story. The taking of counsel does not add anything to the depth of the story. 
Branwen is essentially a tragedy and Bollard goes on to say accordingly ‘the significance of the tale goes beyond the mundane or moralistic aspect.’ 38
Despite the repeated taking of counsel in Branwen, the result is disaster for both sides.
To turn now to examples of scholarship relating to context in The Four Branches, Helen Fulton has researched the influence of a shift from sacral to feudal kingship in Wales:
   Medieval Welsh practices of kingship and lordship resemble those of the Anglo-Norman feudal model in their move towards a two-tier system of overking and barony, their emphasis on consultation and their concern with succession. 39
She sees one of the roles of the Four Branches as a means of demonstrating to Welsh leaders how to operate efficiently within the existing power structure. 40 
Furthermore:
   Consultation between the king and a group of respected advisers – ‘barons’ in England and arglwyddi in Wales – was the defining feature of medieval kingship and the participation of Welsh lords in this role effectively defined their subordination to the English crown. 41
It is possible that the repeated use of cautious behaviour and consultation in the Four Branches is symptomatic of the need for Welsh kings to work within unequal power structures.
Helen Fulton also argues that there was a tradition of using texts to demonstrate to leaders a model of exemplary behaviour, for example Welsh versions of the Latin didactic text Secretum Secretorum appear in several Welsh manuscripts. 42 
It could be said that the important issues of moral behaviour seen by Bollard were designated by the author of the Four Branches specifically for the rulers of society only.
Andrew Breeze has developed the unusual theory that a woman, Princess Gwenllian circa 1098 -1136) wrote the Four Branches. 43 Breeze draws out the knowledge of Welsh government and law, the love for and pride in of Dyfed, the view of Britain as a political unity with a usurping sovereign based in London and the need to pay homage to him as key facts in support of his argument. 44
Although Breeze’s points do not negate a morality or ethos in the tales, they suggest that the morality came not directly from the author, but from other sources through the author. 
It is not necessary to accept Breeze’s assertion that a woman wrote The Four Branches, to accept that aspects of the work are influenced by medieval Welsh society.
In the Four Branches Breeze and Fulton both describe a close connection between the work and the rulers of society, be they princesses or princes. The story of those with lower status is not heard.
To develop this further, a reinterpretation of leadership in The Four Branches could possibly identify the work as a form of propaganda. The portrayal of kings in the stories, and by implication rulers in the real medieval Welsh world, as wise, tolerant and thoughtful, could be a motivational campaign devised to bolster the power of these rulers.
The legal structures of twelfth century Wales are another feature in the background of the tales. Any narrative which describes the application of the law to set situations will hold a conception of justice. 
Study of medieval Welsh law texts has found several references relevant to the Four Branches and Bollard has noted some of the legal facets of the work. The compensation for insult as offered by Bendigeidfran to Matholwch is one example. 45 Even Efnysien’s violent mutilation of horses is close to a form of legal retaliation laid out in Llyfr Blegwyrd. 46
By describing the application of archaic legal practices, the author is not applying a model of justice that is useful as an example today.
This essay has highlighted a few examples to show how traditions of storytelling run through the morality of The Four Branches. In counterbalance to this this essay has  examined how the work cannot be completely separated from its background. 
To sum up, there is merit in Bollard’s analysis, but it is overstated. It cannot be said that modes of social conduct suitable for the ruling people of medieval Wales will always be suitable modes of conduct for the people of today. It is important to note how Bollard has underemphasised certain strands of The Four Branches in his search for the perfect moralising author. In doing so he fails to properly credit some of the building blocks of traditional story which have formed the Four Branches and the influence of the context of the work in medieval Wales.
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