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Y Mabinogi: Assignment 1 – Literary Appreciation

The passage in question occurs about three quarters the way through Branwen (the second branch of the Mabinogi). In this tale the kings of Briton and Ireland arrange a marriage alliance, which is almost scuppered by Efnisien’s cruel mutilation of the Irish king’s horses. Friendly relations are seemingly restored when Bendigeidfran makes recompense (sarhaed), but Matholwch’s men later persuade him to punish Branwen for the previous outrage. Branwen eventually gets word of her plight to Bendigeidfran, who leads an army across the sea. The Irish offer to make peace, but Efnisien ultimately destroys this possibility by flinging the boy king Gwern into a fireplace. A final battle ensues, which ultimately leads to the destruction of the Irish and most of the Britons, including Efnisien, Bendigeidfran and Branwen.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Sioned Davies, The Mabinogion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 30-31.] 


This passage is of particular significance due to its pivotal role in the plot. It unequivocally establishes Efnisien as the central figure of the tale and the vehicle for moving the narrative forward. Just as his mutilation of the horses led to the initial conflict, so now his discovery of the Irish treachery propels him to sabotage the final chance for peace. The significance of the moment is stressed by the employment of considerable dramatic tension on the part of the unknown author that foreshadows later destructive events. Efnisien reveals his cruel nature in slow, grisly detail as he gleefully plays his sadistic game of enquiring about the contents of each sack before brutally killing the man inside. Significantly, the whole scene is presented in triadic form, with the murder of an armoured warrior (seemingly the commander of the unfortunate group) being the third and climactic act of slaughter to be explicitly described.[footnoteRef:2] Efnisien follows up the final killing with an englyn mocking Irish valour. The whole scene demonstrates his implacable hatred of the Irish and his unflinching determination to destroy any prospect of peace. [2:  See Ceridwen Lloyd-Morgan, 'Triadic Structures of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi', Shadow: The Journal of the Traditional Cosmology Society, (5, 1): (1988), 3-11.] 


The passage is written in a simple, rather sparse style that perhaps reflects the Mabinogi’s origins in oral storytelling. Indeed, the work was apparently intended primarily for reading aloud before an audience.[footnoteRef:3] However, the story is told with considerable skill and has a clear and robust structure. The narrative flows directly from one event to the next, with characters revealed primarily through actions and dialogue. The two kings speak early in the passage, seeking counsel from their men. Efnisien, however, is allotted the bulk of the speaking time, including his delivery of the ironic englyn. It is worth noting that he also speaks before mutilating the horses and killing Gwern. These moments reveal his enormous personal pride and vindictive personality, although it is perhaps questionable whether a medieval Welsh audience would have seen him as a fully-fledged psychopath and villain in the way that some modern commentators and readers do. The other principal characters are also revealed indirectly through the narrative. Matholwch never seems to be in control and, perhaps unwittingly, sets the fatal trap for Bendigeidfran at the instigation of his men. Bendigeidfran, on the other hand, is spoken of in awed tones by the Irish and is also shown to be a man of reasonable disposition by accepting Matholwch’s offer. All of this, meanwhile, is done ‘on Branwen’s advice’, which suggests the moral strength and conciliatory nature of her character. Branwen’s role here perhaps also reflects the important diplomatic role of women at court in the author’s own time. Indeed, it even leads to tragedy when Branwen takes her own life, blaming herself for the bloodshed.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Davies, Ibid, p. xvi]  [4:  Catherine. E. Byfield, 'Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabanogi', Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, (40): (1993), p. 57-58.] 


This passage encapsulates many of the key themes of Branwen, and indeed of the four branches of the Mabinogi as a whole. The idea of kingship or good governance is explored through the contrasting characters of Bendigeidfran and Matholwch. Although both seek advice before acting, Bendigeidfran is the one portrayed as a strong and sympathetic leader. Indeed, his superhuman size only accentuates the heroic view we have of him. Matholwch, on the other hand, seems little more than the limp pawn of those who have his ear.[footnoteRef:5] The question of honour (and righting dishonor) is also crucial to the plot. For example, the initial dispute over the mutilated horses involves wounded dignity on both sides. The motif is employed again when Bendigeidfran rushes to his sister’s aid upon hearing of her disgrace, simultaneously raising the issue of the conflicting loyalties of kinship and kingship in medieval culture. However, the theme of honor is arguably most prominent in the behavior of Efnisien and makes him by far the most complex character. He clearly has a highly acute sense of personal dignity that, when wounded, leads to devastating and negative consequences. Yet he also shows himself to be brave and ultimately sacrifices his life to help achieve British victory. We (and perhaps a medieval audience in particular) are left with the troubling question of whether to regard him as a hero or a villain.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Ibid, p. 57.]  [6:  See John. K. Bollard ‘The Role of Myth and Tradition in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, (6): (Winter, 1983) pp. 67–86 for consideration of Efnisien as a well-developed character. But see also Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘The Four Branches’, in his The Mabinogi, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1992), p. 81 for a more recent rebuttal of Bollard’s assertions.] 


The puzzling nature of Efnisien is perhaps linked to the origins of the text. Scholars have pointed to the antiquity of the Mabinogi and claim that it contains motifs from traditional folk literature found in Celtic cultures and beyond.[footnoteRef:7] The motif of the ‘hidden soldiers’, ready to ambush their enemies, is found in many traditional stories, from Ali Baba to the Odyssey. Likewise, the Calumniated Woman motif could perhaps be applied to Branwen’s predicament in the second branch of the Mabinogi.[footnoteRef:8] Indeed, some scholars claim that the entire tale is based on older Germanic or Icelandic sagas that contain similar events in a similar sequence. Indeed, we might perhaps recognise echoes of Odin, the norse god of war, reflected in the destructive action of the tale.[footnoteRef:9] The motif of the wronged individual seeking vengeance also fits this traditional norse theme and is repeated throughout the tale, the moral high ground swinging from one side to the other and reaching its apogee in Efnisien’s violent retribution.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  See Jospeh. F. Nagy, ‘Folklore Studies and the Mabinogion’, in B. Maier et al (eds.), Jahre Mabinogion Deutsch Walisische Kultturbeziehungen, (Tubingen: Max Niemeyer, 2001), 91-100 and Andrew Welsh, 'The Traditional Narrative Motifs of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi', Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, (15): (1988), 51-62 for critical summaries of the debate.]  [8:  See Welsh, Ibid, p. 53 for more on the use of motifs in the second branch.]  [9:  See particularly Alaric Hall, ‘Gwyr y Gogledd? Some Icelandic Analogues to Branwen Fech Llyr’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, (42): (Winter, 2001), 27–50 and Brent Miles, ‘Branwen: A Reconsideration of the German and Norse Analogues’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, (52): (Winter, 2006), 13–48]  [10:  Davies, Ibid, pp. 31-32.] 


The question of which sources the creator of the Mabinogi drew on in compiling the work is an intriguing one and further research in this area will undoubtedly add to our understanding of the text. Equally intriguing are considerations of the context in which the work was written, which may shed light on the objectives of the author. However, much can be understood by considering the work on its own terms. The passage in question offers us an illuminating window into medieval culture and represents an outstanding and sophisticated achievement in both Welsh, and indeed world, literature.
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