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They came to the court, and spent that night singing and carousing, until they were contented. The next day they amused themselves until it was time to go and eat. When they had finished eating, Pwyll said, ‘Where are those who were with me yesterday and the day before on top of the mound?’
‘Here we are, lord,’ they said.
‘Let us go to the mound to sit,’ he said. ‘And you,’ he said to his groom, ‘saddle my horse well, and bring it to the road, and bring along my spurs.’ The groom did that.
They came to the mound and sat down. They were hardly any time at all when they saw the rider coming along the same road, in the same manner, and at the same pace.
‘Groom,’ said Pwyll, ‘I see the rider. Give me my horse.’ Pwyll mounted his horse, and no sooner had he mounted his horse than she rode past him. He turned after her, and let his spirited, prancing horse go at its own pace. And he thought that at the second leap or the third he would catch up with her. But he was no closer to her than before. He urged his horse to go as fast as possible. But he saw that it was useless for him to pursue her.
            Then Pwyll said, ‘Maiden,’ he said ‘for the sake of the man you love most, wait for me.’
‘I will gladly,’ she said, ‘and it would have been better for the horse if you had asked that a while ago!’
            The maiden 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.
            ‘Lady,’ he said, ‘where do you come from, and where are you going?’
            ‘Going about my business,’ she said, ‘and I am glad to see you.’
            ‘My welcome to you,’ he said. And then he thought that the face of every maiden and every woman he had ever seen was unattractive compared with her face.
            ‘Lady,’ he said, ‘will you tell me anything about your business?’
            ‘I will, between me and God,’ she said. ‘My main purpose was to try and see you.’
            ‘That, to me, is the best business you could have,’ said Pwyll. ‘Will you tell me who you are?’
            ‘I will, lord,’ she said. ‘I am Rhiannon, daughter of Hyfaidd Hen, and I am to be given to a husband against my will. But I have never wanted any man, because of my love for you. And I still do not want him, unless you reject me. And it is to find out your answer on the matter that I have come.’
The Mabinogion, trans. Sioned Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 10-11
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The meeting of Pwyll and Rhiannon, is a significant element of not only of the first tale - the First Branch - but also of The Four Branches of the Mabinogi as a whole. It shows examples of themes, characterisation and elements of narrative style that are evident throughout The Four Branches. The passage to be analysed is taken from the pages 10-11 of the 2007 Sioned Davies translation of The Mabinogion.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  S. Davies, (trans) The Mabinogion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) pp .10-11] 

Davies says that the story of Pwyll - The First Branch of the Mabinogi – is tripartite in structure and ‘The branches are composed of sections.’ [footnoteRef:2] In terms of its context within the story, this passage is found at the start of the second section of this Branch, ‘Pwyll meets and marries Rhiannon’ [footnoteRef:3] and introduces the character of Rhiannon to the reader. Pwyll later marries Rhiannon and their union produces a son, Pryderi, who becomes another key character. Ford shows that the work of W.J. Gruffydd concluded, ‘that the four branches originally told of the birth, exploits, marriage, and death of Pryderi, the only character to appear in each of the branches.’[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  S. Davies, The Four Branches of The Mabinogi. Pedeir Keinc Y Mabinogi (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 1993) p. 23]  [3:  Davies, The Four Branches, p. 23]  [4:  J.K Ford, ‘Prolegomena to a Reading of the Mabinogi: Pwyll and Manawydan’, Studia Celtica Vol XVI/XVII (1981/2) pp. 110-125 p. 112] 

Dialogue plays a key role within the Mabinogi tales; direct speech forms a large part of this passage, and ‘42% of the entire story of Pwyll’ according to Davies. [footnoteRef:5]  Within the dialogue is the characteristic use of speech markers; ‘he said / she said is the most common’ [footnoteRef:6]  The dialogue is used to develop Rhiannon as a strong female in this passage: [5:  S. Davies, The Four Branches p. 49]  [6:  S.Davies, The Four Branches p. 44] 

Rhiannon is a strong character, fighting against contemporary social order and marrying a man of her choice. She is totally fearless at her first meeting with Pwyll.’ [footnoteRef:7]  [7:  S.Davies, The Four Branches p. 76] 


Much has been written about the writing style, of the Mabinogi and there are many theories concerning the author and the conflict between oral and written style a few examples are seen in this passage. The first paragraph is an example of ‘the art of linking events’, according to Davies, ‘it is an important part of the narrator’s craft.’[footnoteRef:8] The narrator leaves no gaps in the timeline, linking the series of events, no matter how long the period elapsed, the reader or listener is clear about the continuity. [8:  Davies, The Four Branches p. 30] 

They came to the court, and they spent that night in song and carousal, so that they were well content. And on the morrow they spent the day until it was time to go to eat. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Davies, The Four Branches p. 30] 

This paragraph also shows us an example of the doublet - a formula seen throughout the Mabinogi - ‘a combination of two words which are to all intents synonymous’. [footnoteRef:10] In this case ‘song and carousal’, the use of two similar words, often alliterative, gives a sense of rhythm to the narrated text. [10:  Davies, The Four Branches p. 41] 

Following this feast we have an interaction with the theme of the supernatural, the form of this scenario is repeated later in the Third Branch, as Mac Cana says;
‘… they hold a feast and then proceed to the mound of Arberth. Both the words and the action echo the episode in Pwyll which prefaces the appearance of the divine Rhiannon and here also they presage the invasion of the human environment by the supernatural.’ [footnoteRef:11] [11:  P. Mac Cana, The Mabinogi (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1992) p. 33] 

The second time the reader or listener hears the account of a feast, they may expect a supernatural encounter to follow.
In this passage the actual meeting and consequent relationship between Pwyll and Rhiannon is an example of a traditional storytelling ‘motif’ connected to the supernatural, called the ‘Fairy Mistress tale’. Welsh tells us that,
…Edward Anwyl pointed out that the story of the marriage of Pwyll and Rhiannon in the First Branch, Pwyll Pendeuic Dyuet, is a Fairy Mistress tale. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  A. Welsh, ‘The Traditional Narrative Motifs of The Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies Vol 15 (1988) pp. 51-62 p. 51] 

Two other forms of repetition are evident in this passage, one - the triad - Davies explains is ‘classifying in threes’, also evident through the tripartite structure and occurs throughout the Mabinogi.[footnoteRef:13] When Pwyll speaks to his groom he uses three commands: ‘saddle my horse well, and bring it to the road, and bring along my spurs’. [footnoteRef:14] [13:  Davies, The Four Branches p. 24]  [14:  Davies, (trans) The Mabinogion p. 10] 

The second is the repetition of the word ‘and (ac)’. Davies suggests this is a very elementary, childlike style to link statements. [footnoteRef:15] Bollard states that it is not often used in written English but heard often in speech. [footnoteRef:16] The linking ‘and’ can be seen in this passage ‘The maiden stopped and waited, and drew back the part of her headdress which should cover her face, and fixed her gaze upon him, and began to talk to him.’ [footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Davies, The Four Branches p. 30]  [16:  J.K. Bollard, (trans) and Griffiths, A (photography) The Mabinogi: legend and landscape of Wales (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 2006) p. 14]  [17:  Davies, (trans) The Mabinogion p. 10] 


Such a long passage has many interesting features key to the Four Branches of the Mabinogi as a whole. The meeting of Pwyll and Rhiannon is essential to the wider plot of the four tales, since the ‘mab’ born to Pwyll and Rhiannon is the character after which The Four Branches of the Mabinogi are named.
In terms of style there are a number of important techniques in this passage which also occur elsewhere in the stories. The narrators craft is demonstrated through the art of linking events and through linking statements and passages, using ‘and’; the use of the triad and the doublet hints at a complexity of structure that has led to great debate regarding the origins of the tales. In this passage, dialogue builds the relationship between Pwyll and Rhiannon, develops the characters and forms an important part of the Four Branches, as when the tales are narrated, dialogue allows the storyteller to be expressive and keep the audience entertained. I feel these examples show this extract to be a key passage in the Mabiniogi tales.
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