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This essay aims to explore the connections between Rhiannon and horses in the first branch of Y Mabinogi. By examining the debate on whether or not Rhiannon is a manifestation of a Celtic horse-goddess, considering the role that women played in medieval Wales and studying other tales concerning women and horses, a greater understanding of the link between Rhiannon and horses may be gained. Y Mabinogi is a collection of stories found in two manuscripts; the White Book of Rhydderch (NLW: Peniarth MS4),[footnoteRef:1] and the Red Book of Hergest (UoO: Jesus College MS. 111).[footnoteRef:2] The manuscripts have been dated to the mid thirteenth century CE, but the stories themselves, most scholars agree, are significantly older.[footnoteRef:3] This ambiguity, unfortunately, could lead to difficulty in truly understanding the context Y Mabinogi was created in. This essay is focused Sioned Davies’ translation of the first branch of Y Mabinogi, otherwise known as ‘Pwyll Prince of Dyfed’.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  National Library of Wales, ‘White Book of Rhydderch’ <https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/white-book-of-rhydderch> [accessed 2 December 2025].]  [2:  Bodleian Library, ‘MS. 111’ <https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/9bf187bf-f862-4453-bc4f-851f6d3948af/> [accessed 2 December 2025].]  [3:  Jeffrey Gantz, ‘Thematic Structure in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Medium Ævum, 47.2 (1978), pp. 247–54, doi:10.2307/43631333, p. 247.]  [4:  Sioned Davies, The Mabinogion (Oxford: OUP, 2007), pp. 3-21.] 

‘Pwyll Prince of Dyfed’ is a narrative contained in what is known as the first branch of the Mabinogi. The following summary is paraphrased from Sioned Davies’ translation of the Mabinogi.
Pwyll, the prince of Dyfed, accidentally disrespects Arawn, the king of Annfwn, while out hunting. They strike a bargain to make amends; each will take each other’s place in their respective kingdoms, and Pwyll will kill Arawn’s enemy, the menace Hafgan. Pwyll succeeds in his quest, and a lifelong union is formed between Dyfed and Annfwn.[footnoteRef:5] Some time later, Pwyll sees Rhiannon, ambling along on a white horse that no man or beast can catch up to. When they finally meet, she explains that she wishes to marry him. Their marriage is marred by Gwawl, who Rhiannon was betrothed to against her will, and Pwyll inadvertently gives her to him. Rhiannon designs a plan to get back to Pwyll involving a magic bag that cannot be killed. Pwyll succeeds and they marry, ruling over Dyfed together.[footnoteRef:6] After three years, Rhiannon births a son, who is stolen in the night. The nurse-maids, fearing punishment, frame the queen as having eaten her infant son. She is sentenced to wait all day at the mounting block and offer to carry visitors on her back, telling them the story of what she had apparently done. After some years, the stolen child, who was discovered in a stable and raised by kind people, is returned to Dyfed and is named Pryderi. The young boy had an affinity for horses and had his own colt, who was saved from a monster the night he was stolen from Rhiannon. Back in the court, Rhiannon is forgiven and she and Pwyll rule until his death, whereupon Pryderi takes the crown.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Sioned Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 3-8.]  [6:  Sioned Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 8-16.]  [7:  Sioned Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 16-21.] 

Rhiannon is clearly not the main character in this story, but she is nevertheless a very important one, and potentially, one of the most interesting to study. Rhiannon’s close connection with horses, outlined in the above summary, is well worth further exploration. From her introduction, where she is seen riding a white horse that can never be caught, to her punishment involving working as a horse, to the strong link her son has with horses.[footnoteRef:8] In some images, Rhiannon and Pryderi are even depicted as a mare and colt, further strengthening this link.[footnoteRef:9] Horses in Medieval Celtic societies, and the earlier cultures they descended from, faced an interesting dichotomy: they were both used as work animals for mundane daily labour, and were prized animals that could elevate one’s social status, holding almost spiritual significance at times.[footnoteRef:10] They were an important part of almost every plane of Medieval societies, used by both men and women, and those of all classes and creeds. Rhiannon, being the daughter of a chief, would have been a woman of noble birth and high status, so horsemanship would have been quite an important quality to possess.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  Jessica Hemming, ‘Reflections on Rhiannon and the Horse Episodes in “Pwyll”’, Western Folklore, 57.1 (1998), pp. 19–40, doi:10.2307/1500247, p. 20.]  [9:  Hemming, ‘Reflections on Rhiannon and the Horse Episodes in “Pwyll”’, pp. 19-21.]  [10:  Emma Herbert-Davies, 'The Cultural Representation of the Horse in Late Medieval England: Status and Gender' (unpublished Master's thesis, University of Leeds 2019), pp. 1-59, <https://www.academia.edu/36987391/The_Cultural_Representation_of_the_Horse_in_Late_Medieval_England_Status_and_Gender> [accessed 4 December 2025], pp. 5-6.]  [11:  Herbert-Davies, 'The Cultural Representation of the Horse in Late Medieval England', pp. 36-37.] 

Over time, the character Rhiannon has become woven into the Celtic pantheon of deities, as some see her as equivalent to the Germanic horse-goddess Epona.[footnoteRef:12] According to Hemming, there is enough evidence to reasonably claim Rhiannon is indeed an echo of, if not truly, a Celtic horse-goddess.[footnoteRef:13] Horses have a long history of being entwined with religious and spiritual practices, with some of the earliest examples of this from the British Isles dating to 800 BCE.[footnoteRef:14] They have at times been associated also with sovereignty in ancient Celtic cultures.[footnoteRef:15] Flieger writes that Rhiannon was, at some point before Y Mabinogi was written down, likely a corruption of the ‘great mother goddess’ Rigantona, and that her marriage to Pwyll symbolised the linking of the divine to the mundane.[footnoteRef:16] This is an interesting perspective, showcasing the importance of Rhiannon as her own person, and not simply the wife of Pwyll. Positioning her as a goddess also brings to mind questions about what she could represent for Medieval Wales.  [12:  Verlyn Flieger, ‘Who’s Got the Goddess?’, Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts, 9.1 (33) (1998), pp. 3–14, pp. 6-9. ]  [13:  Hemming, ‘Reflections on Rhiannon and the Horse Episodes in “Pwyll”’, pp. 20-21.]  [14:  Emma Herbert-Davies, 'The Cultural Representation of the Horse in Late Medieval England', pp. 12-14.]  [15:  Flieger, ‘Who’s Got the Goddess?’, p. 8. ]  [16:  Flieger, ‘Who’s Got the Goddess?’, pp. 7-8. ] 

The changing sociopolitical climate of Wales ripples through the Mabinogi. Gantz notes that the First Branch is ‘infused with a sense of gentility and graciousness that reflects the south’s closer contact with the Norman chivalry’.[footnoteRef:17] As part of these cultural developments, the role of women became an almost-impossible balancing act:  [17:  Jeffrey Gantz, ‘Thematic Structure in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p. 247.] 

The position of women in society as portrayed in Welsh literature and law is fraught with tension. They held duties and had responsibilities to both their husbands and their kin. Legally, husbands were recognized as the lords of their wives. Therefore obedience to one’s husband was a necessity. Yet women were also responsible for safeguarding the honour of their natal kin. Failure in any of these counts invited shame upon the woman and all of the people to whom she was connected, either by blood or by marriage.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Sian Webb, “The Right Thing to Be Is a Virtuous Girl”: Women in Medieval Wales, 3 (2019), p. 66.] 

There are many accounts of women being treated as almost equivalent to property, linking them inextricably to domesticated animals as something to own, trade, and put to work.[footnoteRef:19] In light of this, Rhiannon’s deep connection to horses in the Mabinogi takes an unsettling turn.  [19:  Sian Webb, “The Right Thing to Be Is a Virtuous Girl”: Women in Medieval Wales, 3 (2019), pp. 60-62.] 

In patriarchal, patrilineal Christian societies, male lineage becomes very important. As there was no definitive method of ascertaining paternity, anxieties around the sexual behaviour of women became more prevalent. These anxieties are reflected worldwide in stories of humiliating punishments given to women who fail to uphold what was seen as their duty.[footnoteRef:20] It has been suggested that the powerful shaming effect of these punishments could further control the sexual behaviour of women.[footnoteRef:21] Rhiannon, who was made to wear a harness and carry visitors atop her back like a horse, was clearly subject to a humiliating and shameful punishment. It seems reasonable to see a link between the concept of ‘breaking in a horse’ so as to acclimatise it to a life of labour, and ‘breaking’ a woman down through shame so that she can better perform her domestic duties.  [20:  Jessica Hemming, ‘Reflections on Rhiannon and the Horse Episodes in “Pwyll”’, Western Folklore, 57.1 (1998), pp. 19–40, doi:10.2307/1500247, pp. 26-29.]  [21:  Webb, “The Right Thing to Be Is a Virtuous Girl”: Women in Medieval Wales, pp. 64-65.] 

Animal symbolism was a frequent feature of Medieval art and literature. Horses, specifically, were anthropomorphised and favoured for their supposed qualities of loyalty, strength and the ability to sense and even feel ‘human’ emotions.[footnoteRef:22] With this in mind, it is easy to see how Rhiannon, as a powerful woman with a strong mind and unquestioning love for her family, could be linked to the horse as a metaphorical insight into the qualities she possessed. She possesses an intelligence and sensitivity that shows up repeatedly throughout the narrative; she has knowledge of magic and is a diplomatic, witty person who rules alongside her husband Pwyll. Her physical attributes; shining golden garments and tall white horse could symbolise her noble lineage, beauty and ‘otherworldliness’.  [22:  Herbert-Davies, The Cultural Representation of the Horse in Late Medieval England, pp. 13-16.] 

To conclude, there is clearly a strong link between Y Mabinogi’s Rhiannon and the horse. Horses were a vital aspect of Medieval life, an animal that held varied roles throughout all levels of society and were important to both men and women. There are many angles from which one can examine the relationship between Rhiannon and the horse, some of which have been explored here: Rhiannon as a literary stand-in for a Celtic horse goddess; Rhiannon – or woman – and horse mirroring each other’s multifaceted social status in Medieval Welsh society; the Medieval penchant for illustrating traits through animal symbolism; even the domestication of equine and woman in patriarchal Medieval societies, and the desire to control those ‘underneath’. Rhiannon may even be an allegory for the complex sociopolitical landscape of Medieval Wales. The true intention of the storyteller will, sadly, never be revealed, but it is hoped that this essay may provide some insight into potential avenues of further study. 
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