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CYCS7015 - Y Mabinogi
Section A - Commentary
	

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, characterisation, themes, literary motifs etc.


The passage, from the Second Branch of the Mabinogi, in Sioned Davies’ 2007 translation of The Mabinogion[footnoteRef:1] comes after the arranged marriage between Branwen, sister to the King of Wales, and Matholwch, the King of Ireland.  The passage opens with the line of dialogue; “‘My men,’ said Matholwch, ‘what is your advice?”’[footnoteRef:2]  This is significant as direct speech makes up a large proportion of The Mabinogion, almost as high as fifty-percent according to a study by Sioned Davies[footnoteRef:3], attributing this to the tales’ earlier oral tradition that predates their composition in, potentially, c.1060-1100,[footnoteRef:4] or in more recent research, in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century.[footnoteRef:5]   [1:  S. Davies, (trans.) The Mabinogion, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007)]  [2:  Ibid, p. 30.]  [3:  S. Davies, ‘Storytelling in Medieval Wales,’ Oral Tradition, 7/2 (1992), pp. 231-57 (p. 240).]  [4:  P. Sims-Williams, ‘The Submission of Irish Kings in Fact and Fiction: Henry II, Bendigeidfran, and the Dating of The Four Branches of the Mabinogi,’ Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 22 (1991), pp. 31-61 (p.57).]  [5:  P. Sims-Williams, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature. (Oxford University Press. Oxford Scholarship Online, 2011). Date accessed 21/10/19, p. 4.] 

	Direct speech informs the audience of character traits.  In this case Matholwch is uncertain and relying, again, on subordinates for guidance.  Prior to the passage, Efnysien - one of the half-brothers of Bendigeidfran the King of Wales - reacted to hearing of his sister’s marriage with the vivid mutilation of Matholwch’s horses.  Revenge and honour are key themes throughout and Efnysien’s barbaric act resulted in Bendigeidfran giving the Cauldron of Rebirth[footnoteRef:6] to Matholwch as compensation.  It also caused Branwen’s eventual mistreatment, leading to the journey of the Welsh troops to Ireland.   [6:  S. Davies, (trans.) The Mabinogion, p. 25] 

	Matholwch is advised to build a house.  Sims-Williams identifies that this may have been inspired by Henry II’s reception in Dublin 1171-1172, and was a common Irish custom.[footnoteRef:7] However, as Matholwch’s advisors plan to hide soldiers in bags of flour ready to attack, the intention is less hospitality and more a ‘Trojan horse’, a common and international motif of hidden warriors.[footnoteRef:8] This also provides the modern audience with an understanding of traditions and accurate historical facts that can assist theories for the dating of The Mabinogi.   [7:  P. Sims-Williams. ‘The Submission of Irish Kings’ p. 37.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 53.] 

	As well as dialogue, characterisation is also revealed to the audience through action. Efnysien is the antagonist of the Second Branch and focus of the passage, first introduced to us by the authorial voice of the narrator who rarely presents a point of view, but warns that Efnysien ‘…would cause two of the most loving brothers to fight,’[footnoteRef:9] and later describes him as ‘quarrelsome.’[footnoteRef:10]  Efnysien enters the house first, with suspicion, and his response to finding a soldier in the bag is brutal but almost comedic in his apparent apathy; calmly asking ‘what have we here?’[footnoteRef:11] while ‘his fingers (are) sinking into brain through bone’ as he continues to ‘play’ with the soldiers.  The interaction in the dialogue provides a triadic structure commonly used in The Mabinogion and other tales of the time, where repetition in threes builds the audience’s expectations.  In this case it is the singing of an englyn, an old and short form of Welsh poetry known for its strict metre.  Both the actions and the englyn would have provided the storyteller, or cyfarwydd, with the opportunity for entertaining dramatization, using hyperbolic movement in contrast to the ‘matter of fact’ style of speech. The gasps and groans of the audience are easy to imagine. As a folk tale, those listening would have been familiar with the characters and the content and would therefore get their entertainment from the way in which the story was told and performed. [9:  S. Davies, (trans.) The Mabinogion, p. 22.]  [10:  Ibid p. 23.]  [11:  Ibid p. 31.] 

	The wider triadic structure across the Second Branch is apparent in this scene as it is Efnysien’s second gruesome act.  It raises tension in the audience as they wonder what his third compulsive display will be.  This quickly comes in the scene following the passage, where peace is made until Efnysien throws Branwen’s son into the fire to shock.[footnoteRef:12]  This causes ‘the greatest uproar’[footnoteRef:13] and fighting where Bendigeidfran is fatally shot with a poison spear and the gifted cauldron is used against the Welsh, until Efnysien tricks the Irish to throw him into the cauldron where he breaks it from within, along with his heart.  A similar scene can be perceived to be depicted on the Gunderstrup Cauldron, which was found in a peatbog in Denmark, and has been dated around the third century BC.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Ibid p. 31.]  [13:  Ibid p. 32.]  [14:  A. Roberts, The Celts, search for a civilization. (London; Heron Books, 2015) p. 203.] 

	Although the actions of Efnysien are grossly offensive, it could also be argued that they derive from his corrupt sense of good intentions, for through his actions in the passage he protected the life of his brother, the King.  Given that he also sacrifices himself, the characterisation appears to succeed in presenting a despicable man with some redeeming qualities, giving him both a complex and rewarding persona for the audience to enjoy.
	In its entirety, the passage demonstrates the potential difficulty of reading medieval tales like The Mabinogi, as the story is strictly linear and told in a simplistic, formulaic fashion with a lot of conjunctions.   This may be the style of a story for children, the result of what the scribe has chosen to record, or a peculiarity of classical literature but it may also be due to the alteration that occurs in the translation to English from medieval Welsh.  As a translation the dialogue can often be stunted and unnatural, proving difficult to read, but to hear it in its original Welsh form, as it was intended, provides a cadence that is missed on the page.  In the englyn, the English translation supresses the effect of the pun from the Welsh word for flour, ‘blawd’ which also means hero. While in its Welsh form alliteration can be heard in the sibilance and assonance of the narration and speech, making it a joy for the audience to listen to and reminding us of its oral heritage. 
	Although dialogue and action are central to this passage, silence is also important in the Second Branch (also known as Branwen Daughter of Llyr[footnoteRef:15]).  Branwen says little but her character draws upon the motif of the calumniated wife, one important in the wider cultural context as a foreign wife who is persecuted after marriage.[footnoteRef:16]  In conclusion, this passage has focused on the character of Efnysien, and his actions, but the consequence of them are borne mainly by Branwen, and are significant to the trajectory of the tale.  It is a pivotal passage, raising tension and expectation in the audience, and the second stage in a triad of behaviours that leads to the downfall of all involved. [15:  P. K. Ford, (trans. ed.). The Mabinogi and Other Medieval Welsh Tales. (California; University of California Press, 2008)]  [16:  J. Wood, ‘The Calumniated Wife in Medieval Welsh Literature,’ Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 10 (1985), p. 26.
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