Analysis of a passage from the Mabinogi

Introduction 
Using Sioned Davies’ 2007 translation of The Mabinogion, this essay will analyse a passage from the second episode of the First Branch[footnoteRef:1]. It is the third day that Pwyll, prince of Dyfed,  sits on the top of a mound and sees a woman riding past on a horse. On the first two days, he had her pursued but the chase was unsuccessful so Pwyll decides to pursue her himself. Also unable to catch up with her, Pwyll calls out to her to stop, which she does, and they finally meet. Her name is Rhiannon and she tells Pwyll that she has to marry a man against her will but it is Pwyll she loves and she offers him her hand in marriage.  [1:  The Mabinogion, trans. by Sioned Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 3-21. ] 

This analysis will consider a range of factors including its particular significance, theme, literary motifs, characterisation, as well as the structure and style of the narrative.

Particular significance of the passage 
The passage is important because it describes the first meeting between the two main protagonists, Pwyll and Rhiannon, who marry each other later on in the tale. Of particular significance is the mound, called Gorsedd Arberth, that Pwyll sits on and sees Rhiannon riding past. Pwyll is told earlier in the story that ‘whatever nobleman sits on it […] will be wounded or injured, or else he will see something wonderful.’[footnoteRef:2] Whilst Pwyll sees something wonderful when he sits on the mound, in the Third Branch, something terrible happens when Rhiannon, Pryderi, Manawydan, and Cigfa sit on it. The landscape around them becomes desolate and all the buildings, people, and animals disappear except for themselves and an empty court.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Ibid, p. 8.]  [3:  Ibid, pp. 36-37.] 

In Irish folklore, magical mounds are called fairy mounds (sídh) and they are entrances to the Otherworld where supernatural beings (aos sídhe) reside.[footnoteRef:4]  In Wales, the Otherworld is called Annwfn.[footnoteRef:5] Because Rhiannon appears to Pwyll when he is sitting on the mound and she is riding a magical horse that cannot be caught, then it can be assumed that she is an Otherworld being from Annwfn.  [4:  James MacKillop, Myths & Legends of the Celts (London: Penguin Books, 2005), pp. 116-117.]  [5:  Sioned Davies, ‘Explanatory Notes’, in The Mabinogion, trans. by Sioned Davies, p. 228.] 


Main theme 

Rhiannon’s connection to the Otherworld is associated with an important theme in Celtic mythology and that is the theme of the sovereignty goddess. The sovereignty goddess is the personification of the land who chooses and legitimises the rightful king of a territory through sexual union or marriage to him. Significantly, Rhiannon’s name is derived from Rīgantonā, meaning ‘great divine queen’,[footnoteRef:6] and in the Mabinogi she marries two lords of Dyfed—Pwyll in the First Branch, and Manawydan in the Third Branch. John Koch states that her marriages to two rulers of Dyfed is important evidence that Rhiannon is the personification of a sovereignty goddess.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Catherine McKenna, ‘The Theme of Sovereignty in Pwyll’, in The Mabinogi: A Book of Essays, ed. by C.W. Sullivan III (Oxon: Routledge, 2015), pp. 303-330 (p. 317).]  [7:  John Koch, ‘A Welsh Window on the Iron Age: Manawydan, Mandubracios’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 14 (1987), pp. 17-52 (p.34).] 


Rhiannon’s connection to horses is another indication that she may be the embodiment of a sovereignty goddess. When Pwyll first sees Rhiannon, she is riding a magical pale-white horse, and she is associated with horses in other parts of the First Branch as well as in the Third Branch. Horses are strongly associated with some goddesses including the Gaulish horse-goddess, Epona, and the Irish war-goddess, Macha.[footnoteRef:8] Rituals involving horses are also thought to have been part of ancient inauguration rites relating to sacral kingship where the king symbolically united with the sovereignty goddess.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Miranda J. Green, Dictionary of Celtic Myth and Legend (London: Thames and Hudson, 1997), p. 122.]  [9:  John Waddell, Archaeology and Celtic Myth (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2015), pp. 89-92.] 


Literary motifs 

In The Traditional Narrative Motifs of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi, Andrew Welsh identifies motifs in the passage that also occur in international folk literature.[footnoteRef:10] These include a magic hill, fairy mistress, a magic horse, fairies horses, fairies riding white horses, and a girl having to marry her father’s choice.[footnoteRef:11] Of particular significance is the fairy mistress motif. Juliette Wood explains that ‘Rhiannon is an Otherworld being who takes the initiative in seeking out her lover. This puts her within the tradition of the fairy mistress, which is a strong one in Celtic tradition.’[footnoteRef:12] Niam of the Golden Hair, for instance, is an example of the fairy mistress motif in Irish folk literature. Like Rhiannon, Niam is from the Otherworld and she appears to Oisin riding a white horse and seeks him out to be her husband. [footnoteRef:13] [10:  Andrew Welsh, ‘The Traditional Narrative Motifs of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 15 (1988), pp. 51-62.]  [11:  Ibid, pp. 56-57. ]  [12:  Juliette Wood, ‘The Calumniated Wife in Medieval Welsh Literature’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 10 (1985), pp. 25-38 (p.35).]  [13:  ‘Oisin in Tirnanoge; or, The Last of the Feni’, in Old Celtic Romances, trans. by P.W. Joyce (London: C. Kegan Paul & Co., 1879), pp. 385-399.] 


Characterisation 
Rhiannon is the dominant figure in the passage and is characteristic of a fairy mistress or sovereignty goddess who chooses and actively seeks out the man she wants to marry. This is contrary to the subordinate position of women in Welsh medieval society, which, as Sioned Davies explains, a woman ‘would normally be given to a husband by the male members of her kin to unite two families, or as a favour or a gift.’[footnoteRef:14] However, although Rhiannon seeks out Pwyll to be her husband, she accepts that if Pwyll rejects her she will have to marry a man whom she doesn’t want, so she is not operating entirely outside societal conventions. Fiona Winward explains that in the passage Rhiannon is using the full extent of the power she has within society to try and effect change in her life, but her dominance is really only a ‘thinly veiled independence’.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Sioned Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi: Pedeir Keinc Y Mabinogi (Dyfed: Gomer Press, 1993), p. 67.]  [15:  Fiona Winward, ‘Some Aspects of the Women in The Four Branches’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 34 (1997), pp. 77-106 (pp.85-86).] 


Meanwhile in the passage, Pwyll is learning the character traits required to be an effective ruler of Dyfed. Ironically, Pwyll’s name means ‘good sense’ or ‘wisdom’,[footnoteRef:16] but it is not until after his third unsuccessful attempt at trying to pursue Rhiannon does he finally demonstrate good sense and courtesy by asking her to stop. Rhiannon even mocks Pwyll’s folly by saying to him that ‘it would have been better for the horse if you had asked that a while ago!’[footnoteRef:17] However, Pwyll does learn good manners in this passage, and once his development is complete later in the First Branch, his position as rightful lord of Dyfed is legitimised through his marriage to Rhiannon. This fits with the sovereignty goddess theme but his development into an effective lord in the First Branch can also be seen as a ‘mirror and exhortation for medieval Welsh princes’.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Jessica Hemming, ‘Ancient Tradition or Authorial Invention? The “Mythological” Names in the Four Branches’, in Myth in Celtic Literatures: CSANA Yearbook 6, ed. by Joseph Falaky Nagy (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007), pp. 83-104 (p. 84).]  [17:  The Mabinogion, trans. by Sioned Davies, p. 10.]  [18:  Catherine McKenna, ‘The Theme of Sovereignty in Pwyll’, p. 304. ] 


Style and structure
The passage has many features that are characteristics of oral narrative in that it is drawn from an oral tradition of storytelling and was composed for a ‘hearing public’.[footnoteRef:19] These charateristics include short and direct sequences,[footnoteRef:20] repetition of narrative, a high percentage of direct speech, the constant use of identification tags and speech markers (‘they said’, ‘he said’, ‘she said’), and a chronological progression with only one strand occurring in the tale.[footnoteRef:21] Such features ‘ease the process of listening, understanding and transmitting’,[footnoteRef:22] and we learn about the characters through the dialogue rather than through the authorial voice.[footnoteRef:23] Formulaic language is also apparent (such as when Rhiannon says ‘between me and God’[footnoteRef:24]) and is likely to have been ‘part of everyday language of the period.’[footnoteRef:25]  [19:  Sioned Davies, ‘Written Text as Performance: The Implications for Middle Welsh Prose Narratives’, in Literacy in Medieval Celtic Studies, ed. by Huw Pryce (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 133-148 (p. 145).]  [20:  Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘The Four Branches’, in The Mabinogi (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1992), pp. 21-59 ( p. 44).]  [21:  Sioned Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi: Pedeir Keinc Y Mabinogi, pp. 20, 27, 44, and 48-49.]  [22:  Sioned Davies, ‘Written Text as Performance: The Implications for Middle Welsh Prose Narratives’, p.138.]  [23:  Sioned Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi: Pedeir Keinc Y Mabinogi, p. 66.]  [24:  The Mabinogion, trans. by Sioned Davies, p. 11.]  [25:  Sioned Davies, ‘Storytelling in Medieval Wales’, Oral Tradition, 7/2(1992), pp. 231-257 (p.243).] 

The passage is part in a tripartite structure as it is the third day that Pwyll sits on the mound to see Rhiannon. A tripartite structure serves to create tension in oral narrative and on the third occasion something significant usually happens, which in the passage is Pwyll and Rhiannon finally meeting.[footnoteRef:26] There is also a transition at the beginning of the passage by which a progression of one day to the next creates a boundary from one important event to the next.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Sioned Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi: Pedeir Keinc Y Mabinogi, p. 26.]  [27:  Ibid, p. 30.] 


Conclusion 
Overall, the passage is significant because it is the first meeting between the two main protagonists, Pwyll and Rhiannon. As well as drawing upon the mythic sovereignty goddess theme and fairy mistress motif, the passage also provides insight into the roles of men and women in medieval society. It has many characteristics of oral narrative, particularly the use of dialogue which carries the story forward. 
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