



[image: image]









What People Are Saying About


Pagan Portals - Y Mabinogi


Mhara Starling’s Pagan Portals - Y Mabinogi is the perfect introduction to the complex and beautiful stories foundational to Welsh mythology. Starling does a brilliant job of making the subject straightforward, even for people who may not have any previous knowledge of these tales, and she is honest about what we do and don't know about the material. Written in flowing prose that grabs the imagination as much as the stories themselves do; I highly recommend this for anyone interested in Welsh mythology, the Mabinogi, or Welsh culture.


Morgan Daimler, author of Pagan Portals - Irish Paganism and Gods and Goddesses of Ireland


In this beautiful introduction to the magical tapestry of the Mabinogi, Starling has succeeded in weaving together threads of mythology, enchantment, meaning, and deep, personal insights into a book that will open the doorway to a wondrous, mythical landscape. Written from the perspective of a person who has not only been raised and nurtured within these myths but also lived and breathed every aspect of them since her childhood. It is refreshing to read the words of a native person whose life is intricately woven into the beauty and magic of myth. In Starling’s safe, capable, and experienced hands, the reader is in for a treat and insights that can only come from one who has lived the myths.


Kristoffer Hughers, Chief of the Anglesey Druid Order and author of Cerridwen: Celtic Goddess of Inspiration and The Book of Druidry
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Introduction


My first interaction with Y Mabinogi came about when I was very young. Having grown up in Wales, and in a predominately Welsh-speaking community at that, these stories were part of the very foundations of my youth. Long before I had ever read one of Grimm’s tales, or the stories of Hans Christian Anderson, I was captivated by the magic of my own culture’s lore.


At just six years old I helped in creating a huge art piece inspired by the four branches. At around eight years old I watched a small, local theatre company tell the story of Blodeuwedd, a woman who was cursed to become an owl. And at around ten years old I watched a flamboyant, funny, and musical pantomime production of the story of Branwen, a Welsh princess who married an Irish king.


These experiences influenced me in ways I never realised they would back then. It is funny to look back at these moments now and realise just how profound they were. Even considering the fact that in the small theatrical version of Blodeuwedd, they had the titular character burst into a heartfelt rendition of ‘Breakaway’ by Kelly Clarkson as she was transformed into an owl and flew away into the night sky. And the pantomime version of the story of Branwen featured a leather-clad, rough and ready, bearded version of the character known as Efnysien, who was portrayed as the story’s primary villain. How they got away with dressing a man in essentially fetish wear for a children’s performance is beyond me! But oh my, did all these experiences solidify me as a lover of mythology, and not just any mythology, Welsh mythology.


The stories found in Y Mabinogi are stories of giants, Otherworldly encounters, noble men and women, magicians, and enchantment. The very fantastical elements of these stories continue to inspire modern fantasy to this day. You cannot look at a shelf in the fantasy section of a bookshop without finding a book which has, in some way small or large, been influenced by these tales. And yet, beyond the rather enticing fantastical aspects of these stories, they persist because they speak to the very core of what it means to be human.


In this book we will explore what exactly Y Mabinogi is. Why are these stories often called the four branches of the Mabinogi? What is the difference between Mabinogi and Mabinogion? How old are the stories? And can we truly class them as ‘mythology’? These are but some of the questions I hope to answer in this introduction to these enigmatic Welsh stories.


The History of the Mabinogi


The stories we know today as the Four Branches of the Mabinogi made their way to us via medieval manuscripts. It is likely that these tales evolved from an oral tradition of storytelling, one that might stretch back through the mists of time. However, in the form that we know them today, with the characters we are fond of, and the escapades we enjoy reading of, they were preserved in glorious manuscripts. In particular, the majority of the stories can be found in two primary manuscripts.


The first is the White Book of Rhydderch. Known as Peniarth MS 4, and designated the title Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch. The title of this book is likely a reference to the colour of its earlier binding (gwyn/white) as well as its early owner (Rhydderch). This manuscript is roughly dated to circa the 14th century. Within its pages are early examples of Welsh prose tales as well as poetry.


The second is the Red Book of Hergest. Known as Oxford Jesus College MS 111, and designated the title Llyfr Coch Hergest, named once again for the colour of its binding (coch/red), and the place where it once resided, Hergest Court in Herefordshire. Beyond more prose and poetry, this manuscript also contains herbal remedies and even entries on what might today be considered forms of folk magical healing attributed to the legendary Physicians of Myddfai. Dated again to circa the 14th or 15th centuries.


It is in these manuscripts that the majority of the stories that would become the emblematic tales of Wales were preserved. Fragments of the prose tales, and references to them can be found in other manuscripts from around the same period as well, but it is these two books which hold them in their most identifiable expression.


Whilst these manuscripts are roughly dated to sometime in the 14th or 15th centuries, dating the stories themselves is another thing entirely. Scholars continue to debate as to just how old the stories might be. Scholars of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, such as Welsh scholar Sir Ifor Williams, were under the belief that these stories extended back to around the 11th century (Charles-Edwards, 1996). Whilst recent scholarship tends to favour the notion that they are younger than that.


These debates as to a date, of course, focuses on them as literature, and not as stories which may have passed orally long before they were formally written down. The tales hold echoes of Celtic mythology which gives an indication that they probably had their origin in an oral tradition, as the stories likely long before they were preserved on paper were told or even performed, and even possibly changed over time (Davies, 2008).


Beyond the issue of date, there is also the mystery as to who exactly wrote them. The quest to find the ‘author’ of the tales is one that has become increasingly popular lately. Theories range from the idea that the stories were copied into manuscripts by monks operating from Abaty Ystrad Fflur, Strata Florida Abbey, Ceredigion (Charles-Edwards, 1996) all the way to the notion that there is evidence that the tales were likely written by a woman, as was proposed by Andrew Breeze who wrote The Origins of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi (Breeze, 2009). In fact, Breeze proposes the author may indeed be none other than Gwenllian ferch Gruffudd, an infamous warrior princess from Welsh history. The truth is, we may never know who exactly the ‘author’ may have been.


The biggest question many have as to the origins of these stories, at least in modern Pagan circles, is whether they have an origin in the pre-Christian past. Whilst they are recognised today as medieval literature, the fact that they likely originated in an oral tradition of storytelling evokes imagery of the stories echoing an aspect of Welsh culture long before the coming of Christianity to these shores. Could the characters be the remnants of ancient deities? And the themes be a hint towards the myths, beliefs, and practices of Wales’ pre-Christian Pagan ancestors?


Scholars such as Simon Rodway, who is also a lecturer of Celtic Studies at Aberystwyth University, have made clear that they are not entirely fond of the Mabinogi being referred to as ‘Celtic Mythology’. Rodway wrote an essay titled The Mabinogi and the Shadow of Celtic Mythology for the journal Studia Celtica in 2018, which breaks down his views on the issues that arise when we shove the four branches into the box that is ‘Celtic Mythology’ (Rodway, 2018). The conclusion being that presenting the Mabinogi as ‘Celtic Mythology’ rather than simply ‘Welsh Literature’ is inappropriate, and often leads to the homogenisation of Welsh literature and culture into a watered down, homogenised Celtic fantasy. A fantasy which does not honour these tales for the brilliant works that they are, rooted not in some homogenous romanticised idea of ‘Celtic’ culture, but instead Welsh culture.


Whilst many scholars today may shy away from considering that the Mabinogi may teach us anything of Wales’ pre-Christian past, the truth is we simply do not know how much of an influence ancient mythology may have had on the tales. It is generally accepted that these stories were part of the oral storytelling culture of Wales long before they were written down. However, the question of exactly how far into the past that oral storytelling might stretch is complex and near impossible to answer.


There are certainly hints towards pre-Christian beliefs and themes throughout the stories. For example, some character names are cognate with older pre-Christian deities. The most obvious being Mabon and Modron, who share a cognate name with Maponos and Matrona, deities associated with parts of Northern Britain and Gaul. Beyond this, there are also certain elements such as the Otherworld and the prevalence of shapeshifting and magic which likely hold an echo of a pre-Christian belief system (Hutton, 2023). Even Simon Rodway, who as we saw above, tends to disapprove of referring to the Mabinogi as ‘Celtic Mythology’ concedes that there are certainly fragments or echoes of older mythology present in these stories, however faint (Rodway, 2018).


One thing is certain, whilst these prose stories may hold countless mysteries that will undoubtedly be debated and discussed for many, many moons to come, they are now part and package of the cultural identity of Wales. We hold these stories as an emblem of our storytelling nature, and our fantastical perspective on life. They are not stories set “Once upon a time, in a place far, far away…” but instead stories that are rooted in locality and continue to inspire our culture and people. Beyond that, they have since expanded beyond the confines of Wales into the greater world.


Today, people from all over the planet turn to these stories to inspire, inform, and enchant. Scholars who adore digging into medieval history and literature, fiction authors who draw inspiration from the style and flow of the stories, and even modern-day Pagans who turn to these works as mythology to fuel their beliefs and practices.


I would say that there has not been a time when interest in Y Mabinogi was greater. Year after year new books, adaptations, artworks, and more seem to manifest themselves into reality, all on the topic of these Welsh stories. This fact warms my little Welsh heart to no end.


It is especially heartwarming when one considers that interest in Y Mabinogi outside of the Welsh speaking world only really began to pick up from the 18th century onwards. For the longest time these stories were seen as purely fanciful, yet fabulous stories worthless to anyone but children (Bromwich, 1996). Before the 18th century scholars tended to believe that the only worthwhile contribution the Welsh had to the world in the guise of literature were Trioedd Ynys Prydein (The Triads of the Island of Britain), a group of fragmented texts which preserve elements of Welsh lore and history. It was only with the rise of the romantic revival that interest in prose tales such as Y Mabinogi began to take hold.


The first person to ever make any strides in terms of translating Y Mabinogi was 18th century Welsh scholar William Owen Pughe (Bromwich, 1996). However, despite having translated the stories pretty much in their entirety, Pughe’s clunky translations, lack of grammar skills, and the fact that he died not long after completing his manuscript meant that his work remained unpublished and barely made any waves, and his name is relatively unknown today.


Only three years after Pughe’s death, a name which is likely more familiar released a translation which not only captured the essence of the original stories but also made them digestible and captivating for the lay reader. This was, of course, the translation by Lady Charlotte Guest, an English aristocrat and scholar. Being already learned in seven languages, Guest would eventually learn Welsh and turn her attention to translating various prose tales found in medieval Welsh manuscripts.


Lady Charlotte Guest’s translation of the four branches and further prose and folk tales is still readily available today and is likely the version most are familiar with as it is accessible, and often free due to being in the public domain.


Since Guest’s version, however, the four branches have been translated by various scholars and storytellers alike. They have been translated into various languages including French, German, and many more.


To this day new translations appear frequently, and beyond that adaptations, new interpretations, theatrical performances, songs, art, and more continues to be made based on Y Mabinogi. These stories grip us, and they continue to survive and thrive.


Mabinogi vs Mabinogion, what’s the difference?


One thing you may have already noticed is that these stories tend to be published under two different titles. When searching for a translation of these texts, you may come across both Mabinogi and Mabinogion. What is the difference between these two words? Is there a difference at all? And why do different translations choose one over the other?


The word Mabinogi appears in its middle Welsh spelling Mabynnogy at the close of each ‘branch’. The stories are referred to as branches, a term used in both Welsh and French medieval literature, and is highly romantic, evoking imagery of a story which can be visualised as one great tree with many smaller branches taking us onto exciting new ventures. The term ‘branches’ or in Welsh, Ceinciau, is found in the medieval manuscripts also. At the end of each primary story, the text ends with the phrase…


Ac Felly Terfyna’r Gainc Hon o’r Mabinogi


(And thus ends this branch of the Mabinogi)


This small phrase, at the end of each story links all the stories together as a series which can be identified under the name Mabinogi. However, there is a variation of this word found in the medieval texts at the end of the first branch. Rather than Mabynnogy, the end of the first branch says Mabynnogyon, which in modern Welsh would be spelled Mabinogion.


For a while it was believed that Mabinogion was the plural form of Mabinogi. Under this impression, a single story or branch would be a Mabinogi and the collection of all four branches are the Mabinogion. However, there is an issue with this idea, and that issue is the fact that Mabinogi is already a plural word in the Welsh language.


Interestingly, it is believed that Mabinogion is in actuality a scribal error. You see, in the primary text before the phrase quoted above in the original manuscript, there is a sentence which ends with the word Dyledogyon (a word used to describe noble folk) and note this word has the same ‘-yon’ at its end as the middle Welsh Mabynnogyon. These medieval manuscripts were written by hand, so it is fair to assume that sometimes the scribes may have been tired and made a few tiny mistakes. It is theorised that perhaps the scribe’s eyes wandered and saw the word Dyledogyon whilst writing the word Mabynnogy and accidentally added an ‘-on’ to the end (Ifans et al., 2007).


And therefore, technically, Mabinogion is nothing more than a scribal error. This is even more believable when one considers that every other time the word is used across the manuscripts it is always spelled Mabinogi. And so, the true title under which we can group the four branches is:


Pedair Cainc y Mabinogi


(The Four Branches of the Mabinogi)


And not the four branches of the Mabinogion. However, you may be wondering now, if this is the case, and most scholars accept that Mabinogion is nothing more than a scribal error, why is this word still used today as the title of various accurate, scholarly translations, articles, and works?


The simple answer to this question is that it has been around for so long that it has stuck! Many wrongfully attribute the word Mabinogion to Lady Charlotte Guest, as her translation of the stories were indeed published, and are still published under the title of The Mabinogion. Whilst it is true that Guest likely popularised the usage of the word, she was not the originator of using the word in this manner.


William Owen Pughe was the first to use this word as a catch-all for Welsh prose tales found in medieval manuscripts (Bromwich, 1996). He was also the first to put forth the idea that the word Mabinogion essentially meant ‘Juvenalities’ or ‘Juvenile Romances’. Upholding the narrative that these were stories told primarily to children.


Lady Charlotte Guest’s collection of translations of Welsh medieval literature included the four branches of the Mabinogi, but also other prose tales and the folk tale of the bard Taliesin’s birth.


The term Mabinogi only truly applies to the four branches. There is no mention of this word, nor of the idea that the other prose tales found in the medieval manuscripts are at all related to the four branches outside of later translations. However, after Guest’s translations proved popular, scholars from the 19th century onwards adopted the term Mabinogion as a catch-all term to group all Welsh prose tales found predominately in the White Book of Rhydderch and the Red Book of Hergest. And that tradition continues to this day.


In truth the term Mabinogion means nothing within a Welsh historical context beyond being a scribal error found once in the manuscripts. However, it has become a rather infamous word in the modern age. This term is known in Wales and beyond, and even modern-day Welsh translations of the stories will often use the word Mabinogion over Mabinogi. We have become accustomed to using it, and there is no other simple, succinct way of grouping the four branches and the other prose tales together. It works, and therefore it has stuck.


It is likely many choose to publish their translations under the term Mabinogion, as well as use the word over Mabinogi in various works because Mabinogion is more internationally identifiable. Whilst many Welsh language books tend to prefer Mabinogi in my experience, Mabinogion is a title that is now part of the global consciousness. As such, it just makes sense to continue using this word for ease.


A common misconception is that all of Welsh myth and lore can be grouped under the word Mabinogion. In recent years I have seen folks use this word when just discussing Welsh mythology and folklore in general. For example, it was only recently that I came across someone referring to the folk legend of Llyn y Fan Fach, a fairy story from the South of Wales, as being “a story from the Mabinogion”, which it is not. It is important to acknowledge that just because a myth, legend, or folk tale is Welsh does not necessarily mean it is a Mabinogi story.


The stories which would be considered the Mabinogi “proper” are simply the four branches. Often identified under the titles of:




	
Pwyll Pendefig Dyfed (Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed)


	
Branwen ferch Llŷr (Branwen, Daughter of Llŷr)


	
Manawydan fab Llŷr (Manawydan, Son of Llŷr)


	
Math fab Mathonwy (Math, Son of Mathonwy)





Whereas the stories which are linked by modern scholars under the title Mabinogion usually include the four branches above, but also:




	
Breuddwyd Macsen Wledig (The Dream of Maxen Wledig)


	
Lludd a Llefelys (Lludd and Llefelys)


	
Culhwch ac Olwen (Culhwch and Olwen)


	
Breuddwyd Rhonabwy (The Dream of Rhonabwy)


	
Iarlles y Ffynnon / Owain (The Lady of the Fountain / Owain)


	
Peredur fab Efrog (Peredur, son of York)


	
Geraint fab Erbin (Geraint, son of Erbin)





And sometimes we see the story of Ystoria Taliesin (The Story/History of Taliesin) included in the mix. Taliesin’s story is somewhat of a wild card to include in compilations of the Mabinogion, firstly because it is a much later tale and is not found in the same manuscripts as the other stories mentioned, but also because this story is classed as a ‘folk tale’ as opposed to medieval prose. Nonetheless, Lady Charlotte Guest included it in her translations, and as such it has subsequently appeared in a few translations which followed.


This book will be focusing predominately on Y Mabinogi, as the title suggests, which are, of course, the four branches of the Mabinogi or the Mabinogi “proper” if you will. However, we will touch very briefly on the other prose tales as well at the close of the book.


How to Use This Book


The primary purpose of this book is to act as a sort of ‘Guidebook’ for the curious Pagan, or as a stepping stone for those who wish to delve deeper into the Mabinogi but do not know where to start. What this book is not is a translation of the tales themselves. You can purchase many different translations of the tales today by brilliant translators and editors. My advice would be to pick up a good translation of the texts, read the stories thoroughly, and then read this book alongside them to gain further context.


My personal favourite current translation is the Sioned Davies translation published by Oxford University Press. However, my advice would be to try and get your hands on two or three different translations to compare and contrast the different ways translators have presented the tales into English.


I am no scholar, and therefore another thing this book is not is an academic investigation into these tales. Whilst I turn to academia to influence and inform my views of the tales, first and foremost I am simply a Pagan and Polytheist. This means that occasionally I will discuss how we, as modern pagans, might draw inspiration from these tales for our modern-day beliefs and practices.
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