Junior

All about The Mabinogion

All about The Mabinogion

The ancient tales of Wales
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Discover a mythical world of dragons, giants and magic.

I

t’s St David’s Day on 1 March, the day
when the patron saint of Wales and
Welsh culture is celebrated. A lesser
known aspect of Welsh culture is an
important collection of medieval Welsh
tales called The Mabinogion
(pronounced mab-in-OG-eeyon). Rich
in mythology and the supernatural,
The Mabinogion is the name given to
11 stories that explore love and
betrayal, magic and conflict, and tales

of giants, dragons, magical white
horses and a range of characters
including a king turned into a wild
boar and a woman made from
flowers. Set in the Welsh
landscape, the tales have had an
important effect on literature and
are said to have inspired the fantasy
genre, as well as influencing stories
about legendary figures such as King
Arthur and the wizard Merlin.
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Who wrote the tales?
Nobody knows who
first came up with the
stories. For hundreds
of years they were
performed out loud
and bits were added
as they were passed
down through the
generations. In the 14th
and 15th centuries, the
tales were written down

Lady
Charlotte
Guest

in two manuscripts, the
White Book of Rhydderch
and the Red Book of Hergest.
In the 19th century, the tales
became popular when a
wealthy woman, Lady
Charlotte Guest, translated
them from Welsh into English.
She gave them the title The
Mabinogion, which translates
as Tales of Youth.
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The four branches
The tales are
set in Wales.

Wonderful tales
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The other seven tales feature new
characters and are written by
different authors. The Mabinogion
stories describe noble quests, heroic
acts and bizarre events. In How
Culhwch Won Olwen,
Olwen Culhwch is set
a series of tasks before he can marry
Olwen, the giant’s daughter. One
task is to retrieve a razor from
behind the ears of a wild boar so
he can shave the giant’s beard.

can only be killed if he has one
foot in a bath and one foot on a
goat, is another tale. Lleu’s wife,
Blodeuwedd (which means flower
face because she is made of
flowers), falls in love with another
man. They plan to kill
Lleu but when they
strike him with a
spear, he turns into
an eagle and flies
away. He later changes
back into a man, and his
wife is turned into an owl.
Professor Sioned Davies, from the School of Welsh at Cardiff University,
says although The Mabinogion tales have different characters and themes,
the stories are connected. Davies, who has translated the tales, says
“Underneath all the magic there is a certain moral tone. Good always
wins over evil. If you do something bad, you are punished, and if you
build a friendship or do something good, these things pay off in the end.”

The Mabinogion today

The book has inspired
many other works.

The first four tales are referred to as branches and it is thought they were written by
the same author. They tell of Pwyll, Branwen, Manawydan and Math. Although the
events take place in Wales, the tales also describe the Otherworld, a place where time
stands still, no-one gets old and all unpleasant memories are forgotten. It is a world
where magical objects appear, such as a cauldron that brings dead men to life and a
sack that can never be filled.
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Today, The Mabinogion forms a very important part of Wales’s cultural
and literary heritage. Davies says, “If you enjoy reading Harry Potter
and adventure tales, then turn to The Mabinogion. And try and read
them out aloud.” She says the tales influenced many other writers, and
similar themes can be found in works such as J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter
series. For example, in one story, a character uses a cloak of invisibility to
evade his enemies and seize the throne of Britain.
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