The influence of any one character from the original Mabinogion texts on the work of one or more modern-day authors. [footnoteRef:1][footnoteRef:2] [1: I am indebted to the translation by Sioned Davies of the Mabinogionand any of her notes if referred to within this critical evaluation. ]  [2: 
Sheers Owen White Ravens 2009 Poetry Wales press Ltd 
Davies Sioned The Mabinogion , a new translation,( Published in the Unites States by Oxford University Press Inc, New York 2007)  
] 

I have chosen two modern-day authors to explore and evaluate two characters from two stories.
 White Ravens, Owen Sheers.2009 Poetry Wales Press Ltd
‘See how they run’ Lloyd Jones. 2012 Poetry Wales Press Ltd[footnoteRef:3] [3:  ‘See how they run’ Lloyd Jones 2012 Poetry Wales press Ltd
] 


Matthew’s influence in the story ‘White Ravens’ demonstrates how similarities and contrasts have been drawn from the second branch of the text from the  Mabinogion. The overlapping character is Matholwch in the original text and Matthew in the modern-day version. The characterization is limited and confined exclusively to the second branch
In Sheers’s own words (p.194) ‘In responding to the Branwen myth I knew I didn’t want to faithfully hit every beat of the original. I wasn’t interested in holding up a mirror, translating every aspect of plot, character, and incident into a contemporary setting.’
To develop the story, he has to include Bendigeidfran, Branwen, and  Rhian, and to make a proper comparison includes Evan. who doubles as Efnysien

Fast forward to Matthew’s arrival on the remote Welsh hillside farm where modern-day Bendigeifran (shortened to Ben) lives with his sister Branwen. Matthew catches sight of Ben and makes him a giant figure as in the second branch,(Davies p 23) ‘where no house was big enough to hold him, and he walks across the Irish sea. He is considered to be over seven feet in height and with a body to match.
Sheers develops ‘White Ravens’ although none are ever seen, into a unique tale, loosely but connected to the second branch. Perhaps the Tower of London is an oblique reference to Bendigeidfran’s head being buried in London. Could the Tower of London be presupposed to be that very site? Sheers seems to think so (p196) although there is scant evidence to prove the connection.	Comment by Mary-Ann Constantine: ‘On the White Hill’ – he isn’t the only one to connect these sites
Matthew comes across Branwen in a roundabout fashion. He does not sail across from Ireland with a thousand ships (Could this be somehow related to the Greek tragedy ‘ the face that launched a thousand ships ) and is immediately smitten by her beauty, this is in contrast to the second branch where Matholwch comes to take Branwen with a view to a military alliance between Ireland and Britain.
Branwen appears to have similar feelings for Matthew, who walks with a limp, but not much is made of that affliction, despite being severely wounded, fighting for the British army in Italy.
There could be, by association, a connection between a military alliance on the one hand and military support by Matthew despite a neutrality stance by the Irish free state, although it seems that a large proportion, many thousand young men did join the British armed forces to oppose the German advance through Europe, culminating in the second world war.[footnoteRef:4]	Comment by Mary-Ann Constantine: Historical fact, you don’t need ‘seems’ [4: ] 

Matthew is never referred to as being handsome, but he must have hidden qualities ? for Branwen to take him to her bed within days of the meeting.
Sheers then follows the path of the tragic outcome that befalls Branwen in the second branch and Matthew becomes an indolent husband, condemned as a British spy and a practicing alcoholic.
Similar to Davies (p 33) Branwen dies of a broken heart on returning to the hillside farmhouse having been rescued by Bendigeidfran. Sheers (p177)
Sheers duplicates the maiming of Mattholwch’s horses by Enfysien (Davies p 24) with Branwen’s brother, Evan, returning from the war, presumably ‘mad as a hatter’ shell shock being the likely cause also a hint of jealousy and malice against the Irish free state for being neutral and he believes wrongly that Matthew’s injury is self-inflicted. (p142)
The angst that Evan feels is not borne out by the facts, and the number of neutral volunteers joining the British Army to fight for a just cause and suffer the same fate as British soldiers. Matthew’s embodiment in such conflicts in Italy is a reflection of this. 
The conflict in the second branch where Mattholwch is finally defeated by Bendigeidfran, after rescuing Branwen is one where the stories overlap, but there is less magic about it. However, as tragic as the events in Matthew’s cottage, there is an element of farce and a comedic situation unfolding.



British armed forces. Research by Richard Doherty suggests that the real figure may have been as high as 66,000. Of these volunteers, I estimate that approximately 8,000 served in the commissioned ranks. These Irish officers made a sizeable contribution to the British war effort – they served in every theatre and every capacity. 
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The rescue of Branwen from the Irish countryside cottage where she lived with Matthew certainly echoes the second branch. A  particularly 1945 setting does duplicate the accidental burning of  Gwern, Sheers (169 170 ) but it is somewhat removed from the incident in the second branch Davies(pp 31.32 ) where his evil doppelganger Enfysien deliberately throws the boy Gwern into the fire, with fatal results.

Matthew sets off on a pilgrimage to reunite himself with his absent son Gwern but is forbidden by Bendigeidfran to visit the farm but he does visit Branwen’s grave in the churchyard of the church where they were married.
Sheers invents a squaring of the circle in his epilogue. Matthew once again leaves his granddaughter Rhian guessing as to her and his identity. This is his pure storytelling genius and this* concludes the actual influence from the second branch of the Mabinogion, bringing in Branwen once more, who, unlike the broken-hearted one, had died in childbirth allegedly and the grandfather that Rhian’s mother had mentioned(Matthew storyteller and participant) had only been known fondly as tadcu Sheers (p18),
Thus Rhian, no actual link to Rhiannon although Davies the Second Branch (p33) notes’ As soon as they began to eat and drink, three birds came and began to sing them a song, and all the songs they had heard before were harsh compared to that one ‘
Is it a coincidence that ‘ Three white ravens ‘ in a different context are associated with Rhian, shortened from Rhiannon, albeit knowing that ravens are not known for their sweet singing, although Rhiannon in the later branches has magical powers. Were Rhian’s magical powers yet to develop?
Sheers as mentioned in his original comment about his intention not to slavishly follow the original text of the Mabinogion, does by and large adopt the characters and many of their life stories to coincide with the original and the emotion demonstrated aptly and ably in the maiming of one horse in one story and the maiming of many in the other.

Turning to Lloyd Jones and ‘See how they run’ we find a more direct approach to the influence of Manawyddan from the Mabinogion and big M in Jones’s version and adaptation.
It is based on the third branch and Jones (p232) sets the tone
 ‘ I’ve played it pretty straight. I have to admit that during the process I felt no fellow-feeling with the original storytellers, who would be appalled, probably, by the liberties I’ve taken.’
It is rather a convoluted tale but the influences are all too clear. From the very beginning. Although the narrator Dr. Llwyd Mcnamara (p46) harks back to the second branch, by listing Bendigeidfran,(brother of BIG M, in Jones’version and brother of Manawyddan in Davies’ version, soon to die in a rugby scum, ‘His public nickname was the bridge’
There we leave his memorial and BIG M, deputising as Manawyddan takes cente stage and his somewhat profligate life story begins.
Jones (p48) introduces the mouse symbol which is manifested in Davies the Third Branch (Davies, pp 42 43) ‘...and he told her how his fields had been destroyed and laid waste, and how the mice had come to the last field before his very eyes ...’ 
The mice and in particular one mouse plays a big part in both stories, near the end in Jones’ version (p247) a harvest mouse but not a threat to the crops as had the mouse in the original tale of the third branch of the Mabinogion, However similarly held in the giant hand of Manawyddan and BIG M’s giant hand.
Sioned Davies’ The Third Branch comprises some twelve pages, while Jones’ adaptation and version comprise some two hundred and twenty-eight pages.
Jones again harks back to the second branch on (p54) when he refers to the broken heart of Branwen when she hears of the death of her brother Bendigeidfran.
On (p57) Jones brings together BIG M, and Pryderi and offers Rhiannon his mother to be his companion and mentions his wife, later referred to as Ziggy. The invite is to run a Hotel called Corvo on the west Wales coast, where they can have a whale of a time.
 ‘ So how about it me sweet palaroony, get your dancin shoes, let's head out to the place I love the best, let’s watch the sun go down on an empty sea, let’s smoke some decent hash, play some music, chill ...’This correlates with Davies’s translation  (pp 35 36)
Pryderi addresses Manawyddan
‘The seven cantrefs of Dyfed were left to me, and Rhiannon my mother lives there. I shall give her to you, together with authority over the seven cantrefs’ and Zigfa, Pryderi’s wife enters the story.‘And during that time a friendship developed between the four of them so that no one wished to be without the other day or night.’
The next big plot sequence common to both stories is the big mist phenomena. 
The Third Branch describes it in these terms ‘... they heard a tumultuous noise, and with the intensity of the noise there fell a blanket of mist so that they could not see each other. And after the mist,  only the four of them remained...’
Hotel Corvo had been a Mecca but suddenly it became an empty shell a bit like the Hall at Gorsedd Arberth.
It is suggested, that because Pryderi had been double-dealing that the IRA had sought retribution and given a timely warning by shooting  down the pub sign
The four of the third branch sought solace, and to try to make a living in England where there were still people and took up saddle making and enameling but had to move on because the other saddlemakers became unemployed because they could not match the quality that Manawyddan brought to the craft. The first place they came to was Hereford.
Jones in his tale takes a long hiatus from the original until (pp 98 99)
Hotel Corvo is boarded up
‘ Pryderi, BIG M, Rhiannon and Ziggy departed one lunchtime in Big M’s vintage three-liter Bentley, with the top down.’
(p102) ... ‘ Shortly afterwards they entered a typical Hereford village ...’
From here on in, the story develops along the lines of the third branch of the Mabinogion, albeit in different settings but uncannily similar and with outcomes that become predictable and eventually perhaps too similar, despite subplots.
The examples are numerous and some are outlined here:-
In Jones’ Hereford, despite setting up a successful pub/bistro, famed and popular for miles around they encounter (p106) ‘That old human worm, envy, crawled around the gutters of Hereford and spoke in many ears, Soon, a brick sailed through one of the front windows.’Pryderi like his counterpart in the second branch wanted to stay and fight, but BIG M, in his wisdom, said’ Trouble breeds trouble, lets move on’
In the second branch (p17)  ‘ Between me and God, said Pryderi, my advice is not to leave the town but rather kill these churls’ Manawyddan’s reply was that it would better for them to move on ‘and go to another town to earn a living.
BIG M’s gang seemed to spend years in the wilderness, not settling anywhere, until they rented a closed down pub called the Shield and dagger(p111)They did so well there, with speciality nights that all the other pubs were empty. They were then threatened with a polite message to get out of town or be burnt down.
(p112) ‘The fun times were over Yet again they said farewell to their temporary beds and hit the road’
In the third branch, (p38) they arrived at a nameless town and started making shields, the best that anybody had ever seen, but inevitably jealousy grew the better of other shield makers and they plotted to kill them, but luckily they were forewarned. Once again Pryderi wanting to stand up to them and ’ We will not take that from these churls. Let us go for them and kill them.’ Manawyddan again declined, giving good reason for not retaliating, and they left for another town. This time they took up shoemaking ‘ Shoemakers will not have the heart to fight or forbid us’ (p38)
However ‘ The shoemakers realized they were losing their profits and agreed jointly to kill them’ ‘Why should we take that from the thieving churls, rather than kill them all? said Pryderi’Manawyddan again declined and they agreed to leave England and head back to Dyfed, where they encountered spells and magic.
Jones’ gang of four had headed somewhere into middle England and bought, and fitted out a shoe shop in the high street, and it became once again a roaring success and once again the inevitable threat and like their counterparts, this time they headed back to Wales.
This is where’ See how they run’ becomes a conglomerate of facts and figures and sometimes unintelligible rantings and ravings. Other worlds inside a usb computer memory stick take over, and the otherworld takes reality to a different level. Is this akin to the tower encountered in the third branch when they return to Wales and find the emptiness?
The complicated scenario in the third branch with the mouse is loosely connected but does not have the gravitas in’ See how they run’, and the mouse is innocent, [endnoteRef:1]superceded by the professor who does the job of destroying the harvest all on his own. [1:  Sheers Owen White Ravens 2009 Poetry Wales press Ltd 
Davies Sioned The Mabinogion , a new translation,( Published in the Unites States by Oxford University Press Inc, New York 2007)  


 ‘See how they run’ Lloyd Jones 2012 Poetry Wales press Ltd
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Within the two different stories interconnected by the second and third branch of the Mabinogion, it could be said that the different approach has left much deliberation and possibly different interpretations.
Ireland features more heavily with Sheers using Mattholwch/Matthew as the character featured. But Jones ties the connection quite well with his Big M as having a huge fan club in both Ireland and Wales during his rugby playing career. Matthew ties in Branwen successfully and the plot is very similar to that in the second branch.
Jones on the other hand goes off-kilter quite a bit with his Introduction of the IRA into his story. Does not provide any evidence for this, and because of its modern-day setting -not specific,  but could be construed as being partly set in an era, which could stretch from the swinging sixties to the noughties. Historically the IRA, during the so-called troubles, did not launch any attacks in Wales or any of its people or establishments
For entertainment value, both stories are effective, and as an introduction into the second and third branches, would stimulate an interest in the original.























