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Assignment 1 
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.

The passage belongs to the first branch of the Mabinogi and recounts the first meeting of Pwyll and Rhiannon.  Divided into three distinct stories, this particular tale sees Pwyll at his court in Arberth, visiting a mound that is said to have magical properties. During their visit they see a woman on a white horse, but despite her lack of speed and their many attempts, they fail to match her horses’ pace in order to ascertain her identity and business.  Only after calling out to her does Pwyll finally learn her name and what she wants. Rhiannon engages Pwyll on mission to prevent her unwanted marriage by marrying her himself, which due to a clumsy mistake on the part of Pwyll, leads to a protracted period of time and an elaborate plan to finally overcome their adversaries and achieve the goal of marriage.  The story as a whole is important in developing the character of Pwyll, a theme that runs throughout the story. The specific passage also bears particular significance in that it introduces the second of the key characters. Rhiannon is someone who will not only influence and counsel Pwyll, central to the theme of Pwylls personal journey, but have importance to the third tale, later branches and characters.
[bookmark: _GoBack]We can see from the opening section of the passage that the events are taking place on the third day after having seen the rider.  Pwyll has spent most of the previous evening and the day in leisurely pursuits, and even though it is clear he is expecting to see the rider again, there is very little urgency in his actions.  The pace picks up only when Pwyll himself attempts to match the speed of the rider and in realising the futility of the task calls out to attract her attention. With the introduction of Rhiannon, the story is given a sense of direction and a purpose or task for Pwyll to carry out, in much the same way he is tasked with defeating Hafgan in the first story.  This is an important element of the story as a whole, as the three tales set within the first branch show us a man who has the potential to become a wise leader and live up to the meaning of his name, caution or wisdom. However, this aim can only be achieved by undergoing a number of challenges to gain the necessary experience and insight.
 Pwyll is a figure who enters into full and successful lordship only as a result of meeting a series of challenges, successfully passing a series of tests, and gradually acquiring wisdom…which he conspicuously lacks at the tale’s beginning. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  C.Mckenna, ‘The Theme of Sovereignty in Pwyll’ Bulletin of the Board of Celtic,  Vol XXIX (1982), 35-52 (p 45)
] 

Pwyll does evidently lack the wisdom and astuteness in these earlier periods of the stories and indeed the passage. Pwyll although evidently amiable, still has a significant focus on personal enjoyment and has a tendency to rush into action before thinking a situation through.  In the previous story Pwyll impulsively agrees to grant a request before he knows the details and here, he is seen to simply see the mysterious rider as someone to chase, and when he fails, he keeps repeating the action again, giving little thought to the possibility of other options.  When he eventually does change tactics, it seems to be an automatic action born out of frustration rather a thought through solution to the problem.  This is reinforced with the introduction of Rhiannon who takes no time to point out the folly of Pwyll’s actions.
Although the story’s primary scope is intended to be about Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed, Rhiannon is also a central character and her presence is immediately felt with her introduction.  Not only does her opening line show a cutting sense of humour, but the description of the way she reveals her face and looks at Pwyll show a woman who is both calculated in her actions, and someone who is bold and confident in character. Byfield[footnoteRef:2] notes that the encounter with Pwyll was planned and designed to ensure he pursued her. The pursuit is to used to mirror his inability to match Rhiannon’s intellect as he is always just behind. When Rhiannon reveals her purpose, it further adds to the depiction of woman who has the intelligence and the independence of thought to develop and follow through on a plan. The plan in this case is to seek out a husband of her own choosing rather than the one chosen for her.  When she tells Pwyll about her mission, there is no indirectness in the statement, she clearly lays out the purpose and that fact that she has chosen Pwyll as her intended husband.   [2:  C.E. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’ Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, 40 (1993) 51-72 (p 53)
] 

Within the passage we can also see magical or supernatural elements have been interwoven into the action and location.  The way in which Rhiannon appears at the mound and the apparent inability of anyone to match her horses’ slow pace would definitely signify magical causes.  Rhiannon herself is often connected with the goddess Epona due to her connection with horses in this and the subsequent tale.  The mound on which Pwyll sits and then sees Rhiannon is located at Arberth where many of the other significant events of the first branch also take place.
Although brief, the passage succeeds in acting as bridge between the slower paced beginning and Pwyll ’s actual purpose in the tale. It also through carefully plotted interaction between the characters, relays to the reader the present stage of Pwyll’s journey as well as introducing the important character of Rhiannon in dramatic style.
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