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This extract is from the second branch of the Mabinogi, known as Branwen. Branwen starts in Harlech with the unexpected approach of Irish ships and ends with the consequences of the ill-fated marriage between Branwen and Matholwch laid bare.
In this section, Matholwch responds to Bendigeidfran’s refusal to make peace. The actions of Efnysien once again play a key role and set the scene for the immediate aftermath: his shocking behaviour to Gwern and the drama of the cauldron. 
The Second Branch is a narrative of movement back and forth. Messengers run between kings and there are quick changes in fortune. There is both construction and deconstruction, for example a man becomes a bridge and a cauldron falls apart. The values of good counsel are central, but always Efnysien causes disruption. In this selection these themes are displayed.
The surviving texts of the Mabinogi are written in Middle Welsh and by working from an English translation, the role of the original language may be lost. Equally some points may be the work of the translator. In this case, Sioned Davies states that ‘the emphasis … is on performance’. 1 The work known as the Mabinogi has had many forms since its probable oral origins. 
Matholwch’s words in the opening line ‘My men...what is your advice?’ can be compared to the actions of Manawydan in the Third Branch. Is this moderation a reflection of Matholwch’s character, a historical mirror of negotiations between Ireland and Wales or even an imposed Christian overview? 2 Matholwch prioritises negotiation, also seen in the earlier section where horses are maimed.  
This willingness to take counsel applies to Bendigeidfran. The messengers took ‘the offer to Bendigeidfran and he took advice.’ Despite his size he is not a Heracles using physical strength alone. The word “peace” and the phrase “the terms of peace “in the passage are telling. 
Branwen although barely mentioned, is important, ‘and this was all done on Branwen’s advice’. Branwen’s words ‘laid waste’ foreshadow her words before death. 3 Branwen, like Rhiannon shows features of the ‘Calumniated Wife’, folk-motif K2110.1 4 But in this extract, she is closer to the tragic peaceweavers of Beowulf as discussed by Andrew Welsh. 5
In the passage Bendigeidfran is on a larger scale than the rest of the world. Arthur in folklore is comparable. 6 This supernatural aspect is also close to tales of the Irish Fionn mac Cumhail and the Giants Causeway. The narrative may have changed over time and lost further supernatural characteristics. 
The drama of the scale moves up from the giant man to the construction of a giant house. Although the Irish are acting in Bendigeidfran’s honour, the house reflects their high status. In Wales the marriage of Branwen was celebrated in tents. The house, like the building of an immense cathedral, is an exercise of power. 
From the size of the house, the narrative moves up in scale from one hundred pillars to two hundred pegs. From two hundred pegs to two hundred bags, the pillars of the community hold treachery. The idea of construction and deconstruction is played out elsewhere. Bendigeidfran is a bridge. His wooden ships are mistaken for trees and loadstones will pull out metal parts to deconstruct them. Later in the narrative the cauldron is deconstructed into four parts by Efnysien. Another comparison is the construction of the iron chamber, which is also linked by the motif of a duplicitous invitation.7
Efnysien although of less power and status then the two kings, is the most decisive actor in this section. His role throughout the Second Branch is to cause terrible fractures between the two sides. 
At the beginning of the Second Branch Efnysien is contrasted to his peace seeking brother. In this passage his actions with the flour bags are more comical and cunning but the “fierce ruthless glances’ are a clue to his past and future behaviour.
Playing to an audience, the handling of the flour bags is tactile and gruesome, with echoes of Branwen kneading dough. Ethnysien prods and squeezes in a vivid portrayal, more memorable than a straight fight scene. The upper hand swings to him as the trickster plays ‘the game’. In the scene the repetition of ‘what have we here’ and ‘flour, friend’ are potentially humorous.
The two hundredth man in armour is a puzzle. He adds interest at the end of the prolonged prodding, a final obstacle to an easy task. But there could be a lost story here. Who was the man in armour, and did he once play a larger role?  The narrative at this point feels disjointed.
Interestingly, Patrick K Ford has argued that the men in flour bags are linked to Cymidei Cymeinfoll who will give birth to ‘a fully armed warrior’ and to the cauldron of rebirth and the ‘generation of warriors.’ 8 Ford further argues that in the conversation it is the men in bags who speak, and links this to the mute cauldron warriors later in the story. 9 It would be useful to return to the earliest extant texts and review Ford’s ideas. 
The hidden men element is a traditional story motif with the Trojan Horse as a familiar example. 10 Andrew Welsh suggests motif K312, Ali Baba and men in food containers as well as noting several other motifs for this section. 11 Patrick Sims-Williams looks to the Irish story Bórama for similarities as armed Leinster men are concealed in hampers of food. 12 There are many interpretations of these few lines.
Finally, the englyn is an early Welsh version with three lines. 13 It breaks up the narrative and is suited to oral storytelling, although an isolated example. The punning on the word flour ‘blawd’ means the best part, understood as champion. 14 It is light relief for an audience. In the following section Efnysien moves from a punning verse to killing a child. He is unpredictable.
In the passage direct speech is used, including words attributed to the messengers as a group, ‘they said’. This is a simple form of expression used in oral storytelling such as ‘gossip’ today. Overall the language here is unembellished with words like ‘and’ ‘then’ ‘and then’ 'he said'. There is a quiet rhythm evident. ’The terms of peace were arranged’.
In the extract there is negotiation, the dramatic use of size and scale, and the theme of construction contrasted by deconstruction elsewhere in the work. The fateful words of Branwen, the actions of Efnysien and the importance of peace all place this extract at the heart of the Second Branch, a piece of writing which displays many layers of history.
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