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Introduction

The Son of the Mother

Who or what is Mabon? A Sun God, born at the Winter Solstice? Or the neopagan name for the Autumn Equinox? The truth is, neither. Or at least, not quite.

Thanks to the work of prominent scholars in Brythonic Celtic material, such as the collection of medieval Welsh tales known as the Mabinogi, we now know a lot more about this enigmatic deity/Otherworldly figure and his myths. While the two ideas above can be and often are linked to him, they are largely a result of modern neopagan thinking and practice, which while a rich tradition in its own right, may sometimes obscure the actual history and mythology of this fascinating god, who is so much more than simply the son of a goddess.

Commonly referred to as Mabon ap Modron, his name simply means ‘(Great) Son of the (Great) Mother,’ which makes him sound more like an archetype than a deity, and provides a perfect, if not quite blank, slate onto which to project modern ideas about him. While working with gods in neopagan practice is an individual, subjective experience, when one is working with a deity that has a known history and myth, especially when that deity comes from a historically colonized culture, I believe it is important to learn what we can about them and incorporate this into our understanding. This can only enrich and deepen our practice, and for those working with ‘Celtic paganism’ due to an ethnic link or because they live in what is now termed ‘the Celtic fringe’ (Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Cornwall and the Brythonic North of England) it can provide a powerful connection to our ancestors and/or our place.

I briefly introduced Mabon and his place in the Brythonic Celtic tradition in my first book for the Pagan Portals series; Modron; Meeting the Celtic Mother Goddess. As the title suggests, it concentrates on Modron and her own myths and worship, which in spite of Mabon’s epithet are generally quite separate. In Mabon’s myth, Modron is only briefly mentioned as his mother, and so while they are often seen as two halves of a whole – and certainly can archetypally be viewed and worked with this way – they can also be studied and worked with separately. Mabon is a fascinating figure in his own right. In Modron he is mentioned sparingly, although he undoubtedly lurks between the lines.

In the end, I just couldn’t ignore him! While you do not need to have read that book to understand this one, this work does build and expand on what I’ve written there, providing a deep dive into some of the ideas introduced and the stories about Mabon that are briefly mentioned.

We will begin by taking a look at the most well-known source that we have for Mabon – the tale of Culhwch and Olwen in the Mabinogi – before looking at other Welsh texts that mention him, and asking whether he serves as a template for other Welsh and Brythonic stories about sons and their mothers. I will then discuss the widespread cult of his forerunner, the god Maponus, who was worshiped as a deity in Roman Britain and Gaul, as well as taking a brief look at associated deities. With this history established, each chapter will then take a closer look at one of Mabon’s primary attributes; Chapters 3 and 4 will look more deeply into his story in Culhwch and Olwen, examining his role as a hunter and the animals associated with him respectively, and ask just how ancient these motifs may be (spoiler; the answer is very). Chapter 3 also has a brief discussion of ‘Celtic shamanism’ and offers a guided journey that you may wish to try. We will then examine his epithet as an ‘Exalted Prisoner’ before looking at his title of ‘Divine Youth’ and related Celtic figures.


I believe that Mabon still has much to offer us as neopagans and spiritual practitioners in the present day, and so the book will finish with a chapter on working with him in your ritual practice, if you have one. We will also have that much needed discussion about the Autumn Equinox!

When I started writing Modron after a period of dedicating myself to this Mother Goddess of the Celts, I wasn’t anticipating working on a companion volume about her son. I have always been more interested in female deities than male ones, having undertaken academic study into feminist theology and Goddess Studies, and have had my fill of both hyper-masculine gods and hero-kings. But the more I researched Modron herself, the more I found out about her son, and realized that he may offer something very different to what I had expected. Now, he has a regular place on my altar – and in my heart. I hope this book helps you to discover more about him, uncover him from underneath his modern gloss, and encourages you to get to know him.

Blessed be.







Chapter 1

The Tales of Mabon ap Modron

The Mabinogi is a collection of medieval Welsh stories with mythological motifs which point to a far older origin. They are believed to have originally been told orally, and bring together echoes of older Brythonic deities and ideas about the Otherworld in a way that has inspired neopagans, especially those working in the Celtic tradition, ever since.

Originally compiled and translated by Lady Charlotte Guest in 1838-49, the Mabinogi has been translated and interpreted many times since, and remains a beloved and living text. It is here that we meet Rhiannon, venerated today as a horse goddess, the shapeshifter Lleu Llaw Gyffes and his magician uncle Gwydion, the giant Bran the Blessed and his magical cauldron, and even King Arthur and his knights (although they are more of a warband than chivalrous knights at this point.) The first four tales are somewhat linked and are often referred to as the ‘Four Branches,’ and are of a somewhat different character to the rest of the stories, which are largely a collection of folktales and Arthurian stories.

We meet Mabon not in the Four Branches themselves but in the tale of Culhwch and Olwen, which is possibly the oldest tale featuring Arthur that we have so far. It is long, almost ridiculously detailed in parts, with pages devoted to roll calls of names that have led some scholars to theorize that parts of the tale were designed to be either satire, or a teaching tale for bards in training to remember the various characters in the stories they had to learn. It is almost certainly meant to be performed, not read, at least in parts. It is also something of a mash-up, being made up of pieces of separate tales that are likely to be far older than other sections of the story. The tale of the search for Mabon may be one of the oldest parts of all, originally a more detailed myth of its own. He is not the hero of the tale by any means, and yet it cannot be told without him.

My following summary draws on Sioned Davies’ translation.

Culhwch has been given a list of tasks by his prospective father-in-law, the fearsome giant Ysbaddaden, which he must complete if he is to win Olwen’s hand in marriage. Many of these tasks relate to the hunting of a huge white boar known as the Twrch Trwyth, in order to acquire the comb, razor and shears that lie between his ears, in order that Ysbaddaden can dress his beard. To hunt the boar, the dog Drudwyn is required. But only one huntsman in the world can handle the hound, and he is Mabon son of Modron. But Mabon ‘was taken when three nights old from his mother. No one knows where he is, nor what state he’s in, whether dead or alive.’ Mabon’s kinsman will need to join the search for him, and Mabon also will require the great white horse Gwyn Myngddwn (as swift as a wave) who will not come willingly. Culhwch then seeks the help of the famous Arthur and his warriors (there was no round table in these early tales, nor much in the way of later medieval chivalry). Arthur’s men decide to make seeking Mabon their first task. But finding him is not easy. They have to ask a sequence of ancient animals, beginning with the Blackbird of Cilgwri. Each time, the question is the same; ‘For God’s sake, do you know anything of Mabon son of Modron, who was taken when three nights old from between his mother and the wall?’ Each animal answers with a poetic explanation of how ancient they are, before admitting that they have no idea where Mabon is, and sending the warriors to an animal who is older still; they ask first the blackbird, then a stag, then an owl, an eagle and finally a great salmon. The Salmon of Llyn Lliw gives them their answer; Mabon is imprisoned near Caerloyw (on the river Severn in Gloucester) where he sits and laments his incarceration. The salmon takes Cai and Bedwyr down the river on his back while Arthur and the rest of his men attack the fort where Mabon is being held. Cai goes through the back wall and carries Mabon out on his back, finally freeing him. After various other adventures, the hunt for the Twrch Trwyth begins, but the boar proves hard to
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