 I am indebted to the translation by Sioned Davies of the Mabinogion[footnoteRef:1]and any of her notes if referred to within this critical evaluation. Terms of reference to include The influence of any one character from the original Mabinogion texts on the work of one or more modern-day authors. [1:  Sioned Davies- first published as an Oxford World’s Classics paperback 2008
] 

I have chosen one modern-day author to explore and evaluate if and when such a character emerges and forms part of the story.
Owen Sheers’ WHITE RAVENS.  [footnoteRef:2] (WR) [2:  Owen Sheers , White Ravens published 2009, Poetry Wales Press Ltd. www.seren-books.com
] 

Sioned Davies (SD)

Owen Sheers begins his story rather ambiguously, framing part of the last chapter in his preamble and outlining a great deal of background angst. It would seem to the casual reader that there are two stories somehow melded together into one tale. There are subtle hints as to what can and will happen, but they are thinly disguised and quite often hidden
The characters that emerge in Owen’s story do have the basic ingredients of the original and we can identify several characters by name.
Because each and all of the characters feature in the second branch of Sioned Davies’ translation they also appear  in the White Ravens’, they have different identities but their characteristics and personality traits  reflect some or all of the original but woven in a somewhat unique and storytelling way
The characters can not be viewed in isolation because they all have an integral part in the translation(SD) and the ‘WR’ storyline
In the second branch(SD) we have the following prime movers :- Bendigeidfran, Manawyddan, Matholwch, Branwen and Efnysien.
As a result of pangs of jealousy and alleged personal slight, Enfysien mutilates the horses of Mathowch, king of Ireland and subsequently, his actions start a war between Bendigeidfran king of the island of The Mighty, and Mathowch. 
Enfysien is regarded as low stature- a brother on my mother’s side,(p25)SD  but he cannot be killed for that very same reason.
Branwen daughter of Bendigeidfran was given to Matholwch as a bride to unite Ireland and what was then regarded as Britain.
She suffers terribly while in Ireland and is eventually rescued by Bendigeidfran at great cost to both Ireland and the island of the Mighty.
These characters now manifest themselves in the WR and if it is possible to choose and isolate one character from both the original second branch of the Mabinogion then it must be Bendigeidfran, whilst Matholwch becomes the chief storyteller and performs the dual function of being one of the influential characters that align both tales and emotional content.

The plot for WR makes heavy weather at the beginning, bringing in Rhian whose role is one of being a commentator (Obviously short for Rhiannon ) as a sort of by-product of her errant brothers who seem to go off the rails after having their prime flock of sheep destroyed due to foot and mouth disease.
The subsequent compensation from the Ministry does not alleviate the emotional loss of the sheep and the bare hillsides are a constant reminder of their loss.
For some unknown reason, they give up sheep farming and turn to the invidious and evil crime of sheep rustling and slaughtering them in a mobile unit before driving to London to unload the warm carcasses to customers on the darker side of the straight and narrow.
They get plenty of customers and make a lot of money very quickly, there is no explanation as to why they can evade detection, in rural Wales and the distant  Welsh borders.
Then due to unforeseen circumstances, Rhian has to drive the lorry to London, seeing the extent of the operation and the bloody nature of the business, she leaves her brothers in the lurch and ends up sitting on a bench outside the Tower of London.

Therein  hangs the tale as the old man approaches and proceeds to enthrall  Rhian with the epicenter of the White Ravens  
The story unfolds with Matthew, in the parallel universe, he would be Matholwch, and a wondrous tale glues Rhian to every word and every syllable, and sometimes there is no time to draw breath.
Matthew a war veteran, an Irish volunteer, fighting for Britain and sent to Italy where he was wounded by shrapnel and walks with a limp. He is removed from active service and for reasons best known to the war efforts he is engaged in disseminating propaganda leaflets dropped over enemy territory urging them to stop fighting for an unjust cause and doomed to fail. He is sent by the War Office to a remote Welsh hillside farm to retrieve Raven chicks to replace the ones in the Tower of London the story ‘that without Ravens in the Tower of London the monarchy and the kingdom of Britain would fall’  (WR p69) had rung true with Churchill and his order was signed by him and countersigned by the War Office.
Matthew is despatched by train and eventually horseback to arrive at Bendigeidfran’s farm and his sister Branwen lives there as well. This is where the parallel universe makes its presence felt with a vengeance. 
Joy and happiness as Matthew and Branwen fall deeply in love in an instant and are married in the little chapel perched precariously on the bracken-clad hillside, soon turns to a dark, brooding omen. This is outlined in the stories of the Mabinogion which Bendigeidfran leaves somewhat uncannily beside Matthew’s bed, urging him to read the second branch and learn of the terrible consequences that can befall mythical characters and sometimes reflect in the actions of humans. ( pp96-97 WR)
Bendigeidfran does not take centre stage yet, but his influence is everywhere, in the very fabric of the farm in its furniture and creaking timbers.
When it is time for Matthew and Branwen to return to Ireland, and show off their love to his family and impress the neighbours and close-knit community which always looked askance at his resolve to join the British army for which they had no love.
Before final arrangements could be made, the almost forgotten brother/soldier-Evan- returns unexpectedly and takes an immediate dislike to the fact that his sister is already married and to an Irish man
He cannot contain his hatred and takes revenge by mutilating the horse that Matthew had riden to get to the farm. This reflects the parallel with the second branch of the Mabinogion (SD) where a jealous brother Efnysien under similar circumstances mutilates all of the Irish king Matholwch’s horses with such brutality.
Bendigeidfran in (WR) has to do the same placating as did Bendigeidfran in the second branch of the Mabinogion (SD).
From this moment onwards Bendigeidfran takes a pivotal role in the story. This follows the same pattern as in the second branch, with Branwen and Matthew being welcomed back in Ireland and given the best that his family can give him including forgiveness for joining the British army.
Then inevitably, as the story must follow the doomed nature of the foreseeable predictions, that lay unread once on Matthew’s bedside table in the farmhouse – the second branch of the Mabinogion a school prize given to Bendigeidfran, things start to change.
Branwen is regarded as being too beautiful by the women of the village and too attractive to their husbands and Matthew is regarded as a British spy.
Branwen is so unhappy as being shunned and ignored by the locals that she becomes friendless and although pregnant is shunned by Matthew who turns to drink to console himself.
She is able to smuggle a letter home to her brother Bendigeidfran via a Welsh fisherman on the quayside.
Almost immediately the letter is read by Bendigeidfran, he journeys to Ireland with his brother Evan, who unbeknown to Bendigeidfran is carrying a loaded army pistol.
The arrival of Bendidgeidfran and his older brother Evan, who one can assume is suffering from shell shock and post-traumatic stress syndrome, at the cottage where Branwen, Matthew, and their son live, takes on the mantle of a black comedic farce, but with tragic consequences.
Bendigeidfrand takes Branwen and her son Gwern with him and leaves Evan his lunatic brother with his brains blown out on the kitchen floor and Matthew semi-conscious but unable to move having been shot by Evan, but saved by the pocket watch in his breast pocket that Bendigeidfran had given him as a present when he and Branwen had left the farm for Ireland.
Although the incident is full of tension and drama, it does not have the same desired impact and falls a bit flat, and the fact that Branwen dies of a broken heart soon after, thinking Matthew had been mortally wounded by the shot from Evan. her brother.
Just to glance back at the second branch translation,(SD)  Branwen escapes from Ireland along with the seven men, but her conscience lies heavily on her that she was the cause of the great tragedy, and she dies immediately of a broken heart. In this respect (WR) is true to the context (SD) p33
Looking at the influence of Bendigeidfran on the characters emerging in the (WR) it could be argued that Matthew plays a bigger role because he is the storyteller, but subjectively it could be Bendigeidfran. It is he who saves Branwen, who rears and captures the Raven chicks to save the Tower of London. His presence and might could be the deciding factor and he forbids Matthew to come anywhere near the farm again and keeps hold of his nephew Gwern to rear him in the secure environment of the farm and the Welshness that is derived there.
There is a suggestion within the framework of the story that harking back to Rhian’s upbringing on a remote Welsh hillside farm and the fact that her father was called Gwern, that she is the old man’s granddaughter. Turning this on its head it further might transpire that Branwen could have been her grandmother, although Rhian mentions that her grandmother had died at childbirth when her father was born, (p18 WR)’ His wife, Dad’s Mam. Had died giving birth to Dad’  this may have been a family cover-up and less painful than the truth that she died of a broken heart.
This would leave Bendigeidfran as her grand mother’s brother and her great uncle and add to the confusion in Rhian’s mind about her origins as she says on (p18 WR) ‘But after Dad left us, well, it was as if Mam’s memory of Tad-cu went with him because she never spoke of him again either. It’s funny, she used to tell us all the time our family had farmed these same hills for thousands of years, but did we know anything about who they were?. Did we know their names, their faces? Not bloody likely not a thing’
From (SD) we know that Enfysien throws the child Gwern into the fire. From (WR p169 Gwern was ‘ tripped headlong into the open fire’by Evan ( a doppelganger here for Enfysien). The resulting injury left the young Gwern with deep scarring on his arm. (p 170 WR)
The whole coincidence becomes even more plausible as Rhian accounts on (p17 WR)
‘The best memory I’ve got of my father isn’t a smell though or a sight, but a touch. He had this scar, you see, a burn all over his right hand and running up his arm as far as his elbow. Some accident as a kid was all he ever said’


There is a great deal of soul searching in the last few lines and a sort of philosophical exchange between the old man (Matthew her grandfather now for all intents and purposes) about warnings and foreboding and the ultimate advice which reflects on the myth of Bendigeidfran in (SD). Where he acts as a bridge to let his men cross to attack Matholwch and his men on their island retreat.
(p180 WR ...’ he whispered, soft and low into her ear, the sea wind of an Irish accent rising from nowhere through his words’ Be more of a man than either your grandfather or your father ever were Rhian’ he said. ‘Go back to your brothers now. Help them be a bridge’



