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Y Mabinogi (CYCS7015)

Analyse the following passage from the Mabinogi (in approximately 1,000 words). In your commentary you should consider a range of factors, such as the particular significance of this passage, its context within the tale, style, characterization, themes, literary motifs etc.

This passage is significant because it is centred on the two main characters Rhiannon and Pwyll
. There is a reference to other minor and supporting characters who appear later in the Mabinogi
 such as Hyfaidd Hen
 and Pwyll’s retinue
. The tale of Pwyll becoming ‘Pwyll Pen Annwfen’ sets up his character as being a loyal, steadfast nobleman ready to do the right thing to those he feels loyalty and kinship to
. A clear-headed thinker and leader, stepping from the rule of his own realm into that of another, to clear a blood debt created when he allowed his dogs to feast on a stag they had not caught whilst hunting on Glyn Cuch
. Arawn calls Pwyll “discourteous”
 and Pwyll is genuinely taken aback with this accusation and does whatever it takes to dissuade Arawn of this opinion, setting the scene to show Pwyll to be honourable and indeed courteous. 

Rhiannon is an important character central to the first branch and is a major character in the third branch
. The tale provides clues/affirmations into how noble women were regarded in Medieval literature. There are two examples of this, firstly Rhiannon’s quote “between me and my God”
. The tale seems to want to appease the Christian religion by including this rhetoric several times in what could have been an ancient Celtic tale, possibly originating from a time when it was still a polytheistic culture. It provides an example of how monotheism has become embedded into everyday terminology, but it is uncertain whether this on purpose or not. Consequently, the dialogue suggests more about the time of the translation than it does about the origin of the story. Secondly, the knowledge of the pre-arranged and un-wanted marriage of Rhiannon and Gwawl
, pre-arranged marriages being common in the medieval period. Rhiannon’s actions show her to be a strong-willed woman who has clearly planned this meeting between herself and Pwyll
. The tale suggests Rhiannon knowing and being in love with Pwyll
 and waiting for an opportunity to meet him. What is unclear is how long she has been in love with Pwyll, whether she knows him though political dealings with her father, by reputation, or if she has been riding that route every day since her betrothal to Gwawl, one can only surmise at this point. 

Rhiannon has the wit to realise that she must get Pwyll alone and has perhaps mentally prepared to ride past Gorsedd Arberth every day until she succeeds in her quest, and as with other literary and moral tales of the time, this follows the rule of three. Rhiannon is open to the possibility of rejection from Pwyll, she has already made up her mind to marry Gwawl should Pwyll refuse her, therefore she knows her duty to her family and will go through with the marriage
 as agreed. Rhiannon’s strength of character also extends to that of Pwyll’s horse and she practically admonishes his thoughtlessness regarding the animal in his pursuit of her
. The removal of her veil so that Pwyll can see her face is a bold move on her part, she is openly displaying herself as a maiden in-front of an unmarried nobleman perhaps understanding the devastating affect her beauty would have on him. Rhiannon had chosen her suiter well, he has been established as honourable and kind, had she revealed herself in-font of any other man, noble or otherwise, she could have bought shame upon herself and her family. This suggests her willingness to disobey standard decorum/rules for her love, but the actions are away from the other characters to witness. This could be viewed as her showing Pwyll how much she loves him and how far she will go and has gone to be with him, but also that she wants him to take her seriously. Removing the headdress shows her honesty and respect for him and the situation which she appears to have orchestrated. 

These dynamic characters show a wide range of emotion, and the narrative clearly indicates Pwyll’s infatuation with Rhiannon from the instance he sees her beauty, which turns into a reciprocal love. He is clearly free to choose a wife, regardless of her ability to rule at his side, or how she would be accepted into his cantrefs, perhaps this was of no concern at the time. As Pwyll has described as being a kind and fair ruler of the seven cantrefs, then perhaps his vassals would not question his choice? They speak honestly and openly with each other. There is no conflict, resignation or hesitation in their promise to be together.

Lastly, the extract also suggests both a magical significance and the importance of the location too. Arberth is the centre of the seven cantrefs
 and therefore a major seat of power in South Wales and the centre of the stories in the first and third branches. The mound, Gorsedd Arberth, on which Pwyll and his retinue sit has been introduced to the reader as a place in which a nobleman would experience something unusual if he were to sit upon it
, and characteristically the magical mound reappears in the third branch at the centre of that story too
.

The theme of this passage revolves around a mixture of love, respect, empathy, acceptance and determination. The two central characters endear love and respect from the reader and places the translation in the Medieval period through religious references and marriage traditions at the time, therefore, this small extract is a pivotal point in the first and third branches of the Mabinogi. (1012)
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