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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.
‘My men,’ said Matholwch, ‘what is your advice?’
‘Lord,’ they said, ‘there is only one thing to do. He has never been able to fit inside a house,’ they said. ‘Build a house in his honour, so that there is room for him and the men of the Island of the Mighty in one half of the house, and for you and your troops in the other. And place your kingship at his disposal and pay homage to him. And because of the honour in building the house (for he has never had one into which he could fit) he will make peace with you.’
[bookmark: _Hlk24105878][bookmark: _Hlk24116370]The messengers took the offer to Bendigeidfran; and he took advice. He decided to accept; and that was all done on Branwen’s advice because she feared that the country would be laid waste.
The terms of peace were arranged, and the house was built, large and spacious. But the Irish had a cunning plan. They placed a peg on either side of each column of the one hundred columns in the house and hung a hide bag on each peg with an armed man in each one of them. Efnysien entered the house ahead of the troops of the Island of the Mighty, and cast fierce, ruthless glances around the house. He caught sight of the hide bags along the pillars.
‘What is in this bag?’ he said to one of the Irishmen.
‘Flour, friend,’ he answered.
Efnysien prodded the bag until he found the man’s head, and he squeezed the head until he could feel his fingers sinking into the brain through the bone. He left that one, and put his hand on another bag and asked, ‘What have we here?’
‘Flour, friend, said the Irishman. Efnysien played the same game with each of them, so that not a man was left alive of the entire two hundred, apart from one, and he came to that one, and asked, ‘What have we here?’
‘Flour, friend,’ said the Irishman. Efnysien prodded the bag until he found the man’s head, and just as he had squeezed the heads of the others, so he squeezed this one. He could feel armour on the head of this one. He did not let him go until he had killed him. And then he sang an englyn:
                        ‘There is in this bag a different kind of flour,
                        Champions, warriors, attackers in battle,
                        Against fighters, prepared for combat.’
(The Mabinogion, trans. Sioned Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp 30-31)



[bookmark: _Hlk24115498][bookmark: _Hlk24116165]This extract comes from the Second Branch of the Mabinogi which concerns Bendigeidfran, King of Britain, his sister, Branwen, and their relationship with Matholwch, King of Ireland. Briefly, Matholwch has sought, and obtained, the hand of Branwen in marriage, but the resulting alliance between the two kings is jeopardised by the malicious mutilation of Matholwch’s horses by Bendigeidfran’s half – brother Efnysien. Extravagant compensation culminating in the gift of a magic cauldron temporarily restores the relationship, but after Matholwch’s return to Ireland, the old wounds are reopened and Branwen is isolated, physically humiliated, and resorts to getting a secret message to her brother, who invades Ireland in force. This extract immediately follows the withdrawal of the Irish warriors across the River Liffey only to be followed by Bendigeidfran and his men, and describes how the Irish attempted, and failed, to neutralise the threat from the British, a failure that ultimately leads to wholesale slaughter on both sides. 
Bollard and Parker[footnoteRef:1], amongst others, have argued that rather than telling a series of linked, linear, tales, the Four Branches of the Mabinogi, contains a series of interlaced and interlocked themes and ideas and some of these are reflected in this passage.  [1:  J. K. Bollard ‘The Structure of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’ in C W Sullivan III (ed.) The Mabinogi: A Book of Essays (London: Routledge, 1996) pp. 165 – 196; W. Parker The Four Branches of the Mabinogi (Oregon House CA: Bardic Press, 2005) esp. pp. 67 - 127  ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk24116671]An example of this is the way the importance of ‘good counsel’ is highlighted. Matholwch takes counsel as to how to respond to Bendigeidfran’s advance, but the counsel that he receives is deceptive and destructive and leads to the slaughter of his hidden soldiers, and this is consistent with the negative tone and outcome of all the counsel that Matholwch seeks and receives throughout the Branch, a counsel that he seems to seek out of weakness rather than leadership. This is contrasted with the counsel of Branwen which is peace- seeking (‘because she feared that the country would be laid waste’(p.30)[footnoteRef:2]) and this is not the first time that Bendigeidfran seeks and takes counsel from his sister, whose counsel is always to build peace. Andrew Welsh calls her ‘a tragic peace weaver’[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  All references are from S. Davies (trans.) The Mabinogion (Oxford: University Press, 2007) ]  [3:  A. Welsh, “Branwen, Beowulf, and the tragic peaceweaver tale”, Viator Vol. 22 (1991) 1–14.] 

Another identifiable theme here is one of containment. The Irish proposal to build Bendigeidfran an enormous house for himself and his warband appears to be an attempt to magically contain the power of the British king and his troops[footnoteRef:4] (as well as lure him into an ambush) and this has clear resonances of the Iron House strategy to contain Llasar Llaes Gyfnewid and his family described earlier in the Branch (pp.26 – 27), the ‘badger-in-the-bag’ incident with Gwawl in the First Branch (pp. 13 – 14) and Efnysien’s own self – destructive attempt at containing his own violence by throwing himself into the magic cauldron (p.32). Whereas the theme of counsel seems to emphasise the importance of careful consideration of courses of action and the pursuit of peace, the theme of containment demonstrates the destructive nature of rage and violence and the near impossibility of putting boundaries around it.  [4:  Parker op.cit. pp. 345 - 348] 

If attempted containment is one way of responding to overwhelming power, concealment is another. The Four Branches contain numerous examples of concealment, often magical in nature, but here we have two straightforward examples. The first lies in the deceptive counsel given to Matholwch by his counsellors with the advice to build a great house for the British King, when all along it was their intention to use the house as an ambush; and the second was the ambush itself which has echoes both of the Iliad and the account in the Historia Brittonum[footnoteRef:5] of the ‘Night of the Long Knives’ in which Hengest’s men ambush and kill the British elders at a feast in their honour. Concealment here is used in a wholly negative way, hidden motives and hidden ambushes aimed at disrupting peace and promoting discord.  [5:  Historia Brittonum tr. J A Giles www.gutenberg.org/files/1972/1972-h/1972-h.htm (retrieved 08.11.19) part III, para 44. ] 

And that idea of concealment leading to discord is illustrated most fully in the character of Efnysien (whose very name means ‘enemy’ or ‘rival’[footnoteRef:6]). He is a trickster character[footnoteRef:7], somewhat in the mould of the Scandinavian god Loki, who not only spreads discord wherever he goes until his (literally) explosive ending, but characteristically conceals his motivation from all those around him, from his attempt to sabotage Branwen’s wedding by mutilating Matholwch’s horses (pp.23 – 4), through to his ghastly destruction of Gwern, Branwen’s son by Matholwch (pp. 31 – 2). The author of the Branch says of him ‘he could cause two of the most loving brothers to fight’(p.22).  [6:  M. Boyd (ed. and trans.) The Four Branches of the Mabinogi (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 2017) p. 38]  [7:  N.Sumner ‘Efnisien’s trickster wiles:  meanings, motives, and mental illness  in the Second Branch of the Mabinogi’ Studia Celtica Posnaniensia, Vol 1 (1) 2016 pp. 73 - 89] 

Efnysien’s destructive nature is not only highlighted by his concealment of his motives, but also by a series of vigorous contrasts with other key figures in the narrative. At the beginning of the Branch, he is sharply contrasted with his brother Nysien who is described as a ‘good lad – he could make peace between two armies when they were most enraged’’ (p.22) and Nysien is still trying to welcome Gwern into his British family when Efnysien kills him (p.31). But that is not the only way in which Efynisien’s character is highlighted. It is sharply contrasted with the peace making of Branwen and wherever Branwen sows peace, Efynisien sows discord until both are dead. (Note that whereas the cauldron in which Efnysien meets his end splits into four pieces (p.32), Branwen is buried in a four-sided grave (p.33) suggesting a deliberate contrast). And whilst Efnysien is not the only character to be highlighted by sharp contrast (compare for example the purposeful and reflective leadership of Bendigeidfran with the weak and careless leadership of Matholwch), he is possibly the most vivid. 
The striking nature of his destructive character is starkly demonstrated by the incident of the men in bags. Here, an action that could be seen as positive (preventing an ambush) is marred by the cruelty of his killing, and his treatment of his enemies as less than human, triumphing with a cruel and sarcastic poem. However, as the ‘badger -in-the-bag’ incident in the First Branch already referred to illustrates, it is not only Efnysien who treats his enemies as less than human, and this may be picked up elsewhere in the Fourth Branch where Math’s enemies are turned into animals. 
The values of good counsel, and of peace making then are demonstrated in this passage, both positively and by contrast with the perils of uncontained violence and illustrated both thematically and in the development of key characters.   
 Word count: 1163 words

6 | Page

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





