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            Introduction

         

         THE book generally known (ever since Lady Charlotte Guest’s English translation of 1838–1845/9) as The Mabinogion begins with the description of a horseman hunting in a forest. He is Pwyll, prince of Dyfed in southwest Wales, and he has an encounter there that is to change his life and set off a succession of extraordinary events. The stag he is chasing is brought down by a pack of hounds from another world, uncanny creatures with shining white fur and red ears. Unaware that he is in the presence of the supernatural, Pwyll makes a terrible mistake, chasing them away and allowing his own dogs to feed on the carcass.

         Already in reading this passage we modern readers have to make a considerable imaginative leap. We may, for a start, have little sympathy with blood sports; but hunting was the normal pastime for men of Pwyll’s class and background at the time, the way they amused themselves when not indulging in their other favourite occupation of fighting, and there are to be many more hunting scenes in these tales. In our less chivalrous age, we are unlikely to realise at first the magnitude of the offence against good manners that Pwyll has committed in taking for himself and his dogs the quarry of another hunter, and particularly that of one who outranks him, for the wronged man, Arawn, is a king, not a prince.

         Another difficulty we encounter is in understanding that Pwyll has crossed a still more significant line: that which separates our world from Arawn’s kingdom of Annwfn, the Otherworld of Celtic myth. We are invited to suspend our disbelief in magic. If we refuse, none of what follows will make sense to us, for the consequences of Pwyll’s transgression are entirely fantastical. They are also elaborate and far-reaching, extending in a dreamlike, elusive way over the complex plots of three more tales following this one, the group which describes itself, using the correct form of the Welsh word, as the four branches of the Mabinogi (the strictly inaccurate ‘Mabinogion’ is now preferred for the whole group of eleven tales that share the same manuscript sources). This narrative logic, with its digressions and ellipses, is like nothing we are familiar with in modern fiction; it is the final obstacle we have to overcome if we are to take the stories to heart.

         When I first read the Mabinogi shortly after coming to live in Wales in 1999, I appreciated the dazzling inventiveness of the magic cauldron that simmers dead warriors to life, the tragedy of the queen isolated and humiliated in a foreign country, the macabre wit of the would-be farmer trying to hang a thieving mouse using a gallows improvised from two forks. But I couldn’t quite come to grips with the narrative as a whole; it was too alien and labyrinthine. Like any good protagonist of a folk tale, I have learned better since. These are tales that speak to us out of their own Otherworld, a world much older than the medieval manuscripts in which they were first written down, in Welsh, in the second half of the fourteenth century, the White Book of Rhydderch (c.1350) and the Red Book of Hergest (1382–c.1410). We may not know the identity of their authors or the precise circumstances of their oral composition, but if we respect their otherness, we will find, paradoxically, that they have much to tell us about ourselves.

         Pwyll’s unlikely punishment is to exchange identities with Arawn. For a year, he is Arawn, riding a strange horse, feasting in a strange hall, enjoying the wealth and luxury of a kingdom far richer than his own, while the man he has offended takes over the lesser realm. It’s the logical consequence of the crime he has committed: take what belongs to someone else and you are staking a claim to be that person. Very well, Arawn says, if you want what is mine, you can have it, even down to my face and body. It sounds like a reward, not a punishment, and indeed Pwyll seems to have a good time during the year in which he assumes Arawn’s identity. But can you ever really enjoy yourself when you are no longer sure you have a self to enjoy? In failing to respect the rights of another person and the laws that govern our social interactions, Pwyll has condemned himself to an existence in a shadowy domain where nothing is real, least of all the person who experiences it. This is both punishment and test: to get his own life back, he has to prove that he understands how people should behave in society; to earn respect he has to show respect to others.

         The test has two parts. In the first, explicit part, he has to defeat Arawn’s enemy, Hafgan, a man who, like Pwyll himself, has violated Arawn’s rights, in this case by stealing his property and laying claim to the kingdom. Take over a man’s identity and you also take over his problems and responsibilities – and Pwyll shows himself equal to this. The second part is more subtle. Along with all the other benefits of being Arawn, Pwyll is given permission to have sex with his wife, who, of course, believes him to be her husband. But this he refuses to do. In the daytime they talk happily together, but as soon as they are in bed, he turns his back. Touchingly, we see how hurt she is by his behaviour; indeed, the tale gives us, in negative form, a glimpse of a medieval marriage in which intimate conversation, as well as sex, was an important element. When Arawn returns, she reproaches him for ignoring her in bed, where they have always talked. In refusing the privilege that Arawn offers him, Pwyll shows that his understanding of human responsibilities goes deeper than verbal formulae, the letter of the law. He may have crossed one line, but he is determined not to cross any others.

         This story, which, for all its richness of detail and variety of incident, is compressed to a mere five pages of Sioned Davies’s fine recent translation, is a good example of the psychological and moral acuteness of the text as a whole. But it is much more than a parable, and Pwyll’s experience is not only a punishment and a test, but an adventure, too. After all, crossing boundaries is something we can hardly avoid; living, as we do, surrounded by other people with their conflicting desires and demands, we are bound to stray into forbidden territory occasionally. And the protagonist who learns better has gained insights that would have been denied to someone who never went astray in the first place, as well as having had an exciting, if disorientating, time.

         Pwyll’s encounter opens a breach into the Otherworld, and, from now on, nothing is ever going to be normal. He falls in love with, and marries, a woman who has a mysterious power over time, and a mysterious affinity with horses. Their son, Pryderi, is kidnapped in infancy by a supernatural entity of which we see only the claw. Once restored to the family, Pryderi is to inherit his father’s friendship with Arawn, receiving a gift of pigs from the kingdom of Annwfn which will eventually prove his undoing, as he is killed by their thief in a single combat at a forest ford that mirrors Pwyll’s victory over Hafgan all those stories ago. In between, there are other boundary crossings, enchantments, forests, hunting scenes, love affairs, a whole war between Britain and Ireland, and a succession of fair-haired baby boys born in bizarre circumstances and growing up to have special powers. No one is quite sure what Mabinogi means, but it is probably related to the Welsh word mab, a son; though there are several strong and complex female characters in the book, particularly Rhiannon, Branwen and Aranrhod, this etymology suggests we may be expected to see its main theme as the coming of age of young men. Sometimes it seems as though we are reading the story of the same young man over and over, reflected in a series of distorted mirrors.

         Pryderi is the nearest thing to a hero the Mabinogi has, but it is easy to lose sight of him. He dies near the beginning of the Fourth Branch, and is never mentioned in the Second Branch, though we learn in the Third Branch that he was present during Brân’s war with the Irish. The tales are not a novel, and do not possess the cohesiveness that modern readers expect from a plot. Since Guest’s translation, they have fascinated writers in Wales and beyond, inspiring, for example, Evangeline Walton’s Mabinogion tetralogy, Saunders Lewis’s play Blodeuwedd, Alan Garner’s classic novel for young adults, The Owl Service, and, most recently, the New Stories from the Mabinogion, a series of eleven novellas commissioned from distinguished Welsh writers by Seren Books. On the principle that classics should be timeless, Seren have asked their writers to update the tales, requiring of them some inventive solutions to the problem of making these archaic elements – the social hierarchies and customs, the magic, the unfamiliar narrative conventions – work in a modern context. For example, Russell Celyn Jones and Gwyneth Lewis, in their respective treatments of the First Branch and the Fourth Branch, have reworked the plots as science fiction, feeling, no doubt, that a realist version would stretch the reader’s credulity too far.

         When Matthew Hollis, the poetry editor at Faber & Faber, suggested to me the possibility of a poetic version, I was at first doubtful, and a little daunted. I am neither a Welsh speaker nor Welsh-born. Unlike the Seren authors, I cannot claim the Mabinogi as part of my personal heritage – except in the sense that the greatest products of the human imagination are the heritage of us all. Rereading the four branches, though, I began to see how the very aspects that made a prose treatment difficult could prove a strength for poetry, which has never had much of a problem with magic. Poets spend their lives transforming things into other things. As for the differences in social and cultural background, far from requiring to be erased, they were part of the fascination. Much of my writing, in both poetry and prose, has been on historical subjects. Trying to understand the crafts of saddlery, heraldry and shoemaking that the exiled nobles turn to for a living, or explaining why a warlord needs someone to hold his feet at the banqueting table, has been, to a writer of my tastes, immensely enjoyable.

         I have structured the book as four narratives interrupted by white space: the breaks between lines and stanzas, but also between larger units of text. Stanzas of five, four, three and two lines make up a sort of syllabic sonnet. Significant breaks in the narrative are marked by a large ‘dropped’ capital letter, which I hope will give something of the effect of an illuminated manuscript. The use of marginal notes has avoided trying to cram too much information into the lines of poetry, and should also help readers find their way around. As for the stories themselves, I have made a number of structural changes to draw attention to their underlying thematic unity, and in the interests of the more straightforward narrative line that appeals to modern readers. Some episodes of the original have been omitted, and I have given Llwyd, the villain of the Third Branch, a different motive for his act of vengeance. The Fourth Branch is the most complex of all, and here my changes have been more radical. Taking my cue from the statement in the original that its protagonist, the magician Gwydion, is ‘the best storyteller in the world’, I have turned the branch into an after-dinner entertainment for a hall full of nobles and retainers. This gave me the opportunity to move the story of Pryderi and the pigs to the end, emphasising his role in the sequence, and to hint that Gwydion’s repertoire includes all the other stories in the book.

         As storyteller and magician, Gwydion knows more about the otherworldly kingdom of Annwfn, which I have translated as ‘Unland’, than anyone. Venture there even once, and its unreality starts to seep into our own world: a woman riding at a slow walk can outpace the fastest riders, an army can cross a river by marching over the body of their leader, an entire princedom can be whisked away under cover of fog, a man can make horses out of mushrooms and a ship out of seaweed. And the border of Unland is just over there, behind those trees.

      

   


   
      
         

            THE FIRST BRANCH

            The Tale of the Hunter and the Claw

         

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            
               Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed

            

            
               HERE at the turn of the leaf a horseman is riding

               through the space between one world and another,

               warm in his company of noises:

               hoofs, hornsqueals, hound- and man-cries.

               Trees shed their dry brown.

            

            
               He’s chasing a disturbance of the forest,

               a shiver passing from twig to twig,

               the whispery commotion

               of a deer running.

            

            
               As he rides on alone and his men

               diminish to distant shouts,

               his hounds’ song mingles

            

            
               with the song of a strange pack

               hunting towards him.

            

             

             

            
               He follows the noise of strife. In the dogs’ falsetto

               joy and agony scrape the same fiddlestring.

               He hears the forest wrestling itself,

               the sigh of something heavy

               kneeling to its death.

            

            
               A beast the colour of bark lies on its flank

               in the clearing. He catches its eye

               as a parliament of hounds

               meets at its belly.

            

            
               Light shining through their red ears, they tug

               and quarrel in the hot guts,

               these white, unknown dogs,

            

            
               Some of Pwyll’s dogs 

            

            
               while Vaulter, Singwell, Sidestep

               cower at the edge.

            

             

             

            
               He’s up to the elbows in another man’s quarry.

               He’s slit the stag’s gizzard, unfastened his seams,

               sliced, filleted, groped out the humbles

               and laid them on the clean dirt

               with bread sopped in blood.

            

            
               Annwfn, the Otherworld

            

            
               He has shooed away the deerhounds of Unland

               from the spread table of their own kill

               so his own pack can guzzle

               these filched chitterlings,

            

            
               Arawn, King of Annwfn

            

            
               when a greater lord was after it.

               Now his cheeks burn as he sees

               a greyclad rider.

            

            
               Arawn speaks

            

            
               I know who you are, princeling.

               I do not greet you.

                

                

            

            
               Pwyll has committed a breach of etiquette

            

            
               Chieftain and chieftain meet in the still gaze of the stag,

               who was a chieftain in his antlered country,

               and this is shame, when your offal’s spilt

               among leaf rubbish, the blood

               daubed on your outside.

            

            
               Chief of a promontory of rock and woodland,

               fields and sheep appertaining thereto,

               suzerain of its townships,

               hundreds and feoffments;

            

            
               chief of unrock, unwood, of sheepclouds

               and their pasture of vagueness,

               suzerain of shades.

            

            
               This is shame, chieftain, and this

               is what you must do. 

                

                

            

            
               His punishment is to exchange identities with Arawn

            

            
               You will wear my shape for a year now. Fasten the cloak

               around your shoulders. Hang the horn round your neck.

               Now swing up on to the dapple-grey,

               who hardly fidgets, feeling

               my weight on his back,

            

            
               then look across to your own horse, where one sits

               flushed with shame, blood drying on his arms.

               You have seen his face before,

               when you lived in it.

            

            
               Being and being, beside themselves,

               they ride out of the forest

               into the grey-green,

            

            
               then one is gone, and one rides

               through a gleam of gates.

                

                

            

            
               Pwyll arrives at Arawn’s palace

            

            
               This clattering place must be home, these men hurrying

               from the stables, his horse’s joyful headshake,

               their welcoming words, dungsmell, strawsmell,

               cold air seasoned with woodsmoke

               and roasting hogget,

            

            
               how the strange boots love him, clinging to his calves,

               in the in-between room where boots sleep,

               the throng of muddied servants

               wrenching him from them,

            

            
               the heat in his face, the burnished light,

               the hall rich in hubbub that

               ebbs as he walks in,

            

            
               Arawn’s wife 

            

            
               and a smiling woman, dressed

               in honey satin.

                

                

            

            
               The cup is full again. He raises it to his lips

               trying to read his reflection as he drinks,

               a face adrift among candleflames,

               unweaving his own voice from

               the weft of laughter.

            

            
               He talks despite himself, knowing all the names,

               bandying old jokes he’s never heard,

               while his hand moves the knife, cuts

               a piece of nothing,

            

            
               which tastes of harpstrings and singing now,

               the sweet stuff after the meat.

               The song’s about him,

            

            
               firecrowned prince, warming his hand

               on a stranger’s hand.

                

                

            

            
               Alone with his stony footsteps on the winding stair,

               he hears his heart’s footsteps running to catch up.

               Walls blink and brighten as he follows

               her will-o’-the-wisp candle

               around each turning.

            

            
               The room is many rooms, coming and going

               at the whim of its flames. The red fire

               utters yellow, and magics

               a bed out of dark,

            

            
               a cave hewn from curtain where they lie

               in the candle’s buttered light.

               She is gold, silk, wax.

            

            
               He feels her burn all night, through

               the wall of his back. 

                

                

            

            
               He dreams he’s hunting with the white hounds. The air makes way,

               oaks bow him through, the dogs strike up their partsong,

               he stops at the blood-draggled clearing

               as the forest gallops on,

               and it is no dream.

            

            
               He stands on the tower studying the map,

               the green and yellow squares of his fields

               that won’t hold still in the wind,

               and it is no map.

            

            
               And this is her hand, that voice is hers,

               laughing and hurt. Every night

               his back’s turned on her,

            

            
               and every day the forest

               gallops around him.

                

                

            

            
               You will wear my shape for a year. The golds of Unland,

               harvest and chalice, harp and salver, forest,

               and the queen of them all, shall be yours.

               Days like sun on an eyelash

               will squeeze into dark.

            

            
               When there is only one, you will take my horse,

               my men, and ride into the forest

               to a place where the river

               sprawls around white rocks.

            

            
               Hafgan, another prince of Annwfn

            

            
               You will encounter an armed man there,

               pesterer of villages,

               worrier of sheep,

            

            
               chief of unrock, unwood. This

               is what you must do. 

                

                

            

            
               He rides, deep in his armour. He is joint, flange, rivet,

               bassinet, gorget, the sword-jog at his hip.

               The muffled wind rasps at his surface.

               Two dozen men creak behind

               in silverfish steel.
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