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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.
It’s important to note up front that this appreciation is based on the study of an English translation of the original Welsh text. Sioned Davies’s main goal in creating her 2007 version was to ‘convey the performability of the surviving manuscript versions’
. These tales were meant to be presented in front of a live audience and great care has been taken to replicate the rhythm and cadence of the original texts in this translation. And, as J.K. Bollard noted, ‘there is no incident or detail which remains isolated or superfluous in the Four Branches’
. Each word and phrase has been carefully chosen for a specific, deliberate purpose. 

The scene appears early on in the First Branch of The Mabinogion, often referred to as ‘Pwyll Prince of Dyfed’ and is significant for a number of reasons. First, this is where Pwyll, the eponymous main character of the tale, first meets Rhiannon, who will go on to play an important role throughout the tales. 

Pwyll and his men have deliberately returned to a mound earlier referred to as Gorsedd Arbeth. Pwyll hopes to see and perhaps talk to the woman he has twice spotted riding a white horse. That this is a third attempt is noteworthy. 
Repetition of events, especially in threes, is ‘a basic principle of folktale composition’
 throughout the world. Its usage in the oral tale is to create suspense, and to help the audience focus
. Because this is an ingrained element of the oral tradition, the audience would have expected that something significant would happen when Pwyll pursued this elusive creature for the third time. 
Repetition of not just events but words and phrases within the telling of the tale also helps make the presentation ‘more immediately understandable and retainable’
. In other words, it helps the audience more easily follow what is happening in the story and remember it. 

Pwyll is finally able to catch up to Rhiannon, not because he is faster but because he calls out to her and asks that she slow down. We are told that Rhiannon ‘stopped and waited, and drew back the part of her headdress which should cover her face, and fixed her gaze on him, and began to talk to him.’ While the rhythm and sound of the repeated words and phrases in the original Welsh was likely even more significant and memorable, in this version you can still see how the deliberate repeated use of the word ‘and’ allows the audience to process the description, creating a visual picture that lingers.

As well as being the geographical site of a repeated event, the mound or ‘magic hill’ is the first of several literary motifs that occur in this passage.
 Medieval audiences would have known that the mound represented a location where either the protagonist would be wounded in some way or something wonderful would occur. Since in this scene the lovers meet and declare their devotion, a welcome and positive exploration of the theme of courtly love, the audience would then expect a proportionately negative event later in the story. In fact, the opening part of this passage, where Pwyll and his men are amusing themselves at court, foreshadows exactly when that might occur by echoing a scene in the Third Branch when Manawyden and Pryderi, the son of Pwyll, come to Dyfed. Rhiannon and Cigfa have arranged a feast
. Shortly after the feast the four of them climb this same mound. An enchanted mist suddenly descends over the entire kingdom. When it lifts some time later, every living thing has vanished, leaving the land desolate.
The medieval audience would have also known that the approximate location of Gorsedd Arbeth was considered part of a liminal zone, signalling an imminent encounter with someone or something from the Otherworld,
There are other clues that there is a supernatural element to the scene as well. When Pwyll first spots Rhiannon, she is riding a large white horse and is wearing ‘a shining golden garment of brocaded silk’
.  This deliberate use of multiple adjectives and the specific ones chosen are both significant stylistic choices. The detailed descriptions, including the size, colour and speed of the rider’s horse and the woman’s eye-catching attire, indicate to the audience that this must be a character of some importance and one likely connected to the Otherworld.
In addition to possibly hinting at a connection to the Celtic-Roman goddess Epona, the horse also serves as an excellent vehicle for highlighting the role reversal that is going on in this scene. As her horse is larger and faster than Pwyll’s, Rhiannon speaks to her suitor from a position of power. Though she only has a few lines of dialogue, they are delivered with zest and offer some very specific clues to Rhiannon’s personality. It is clear that she is a forceful and quite outspoken character.

She reveals to Pwyll that, in keeping with the traditional motif, her father is insisting that she marry someone whom she does not love. According to the Welsh Law of Women, there were nine forms of legal marriage, the highest, most prestigious type of marriage was that in which the woman is given to a man by her kin. But Rhiannon intends to reject her chosen spouse because she is in love with Pwyll. Eloping with someone without consent of kin was considered a perfectly acceptable form of matrimony, provided the proper payments were made upon their return. (Ironically, in the Third Branch after the death of her husband Pwyll, Rhiannon is once again offered up as a bride. Her son Pryderi promises her to Manawydan, and Rhiannon cheerfully accepts.)
So while the dialogue between these two soon-to-be-lovers reveals Rhiannon to be witty and sharp-tongued, Pwyll, in contrast, appears quite gentle in nature, perhaps almost meek. 

This encounter with Rhiannon is the second in a series of tests that show us the growth of Pwyll. Although his name means ‘caution’ or ‘wisdom’, the young man has a long way to go before he embodies those qualities.

Good manners are just one of the traits of a good leader. ‘Pwyll in courting Rhiannon learns courtesy. After two futile attempts, he finally addresses her politely’
. Rhiannon replies with a sarcastic comment along the lines of ‘What took you so long?’ but then reveals that she too is in love with Pwyll and happy that he finally caught up with her. The way in which this scene unfolds makes it clear that the author holds civility and moral behaviour in high regard, as would have the majority of medieval society. 
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