Mabinogion Assignment A                  Matt Cooke.          1805005


The first branch of the Mabinogion is split into three parts which detail the otherworldly exploits of Pwyll. It begins with Pwyll meeting and becoming friends with Arawn, king of the Otherworld, before moving on to the introduction of Rhiannon to Pwyll and the trials surrounding their wedding. The tale concludes with Rhiannon’s calumniation as wife and her eventual reprieve [Hanson-Smith 1981/2]. This passage is extracted from the second part of the tale, describing the third day in which Pwyll attempts to catch Rhiannon at the mound of Arberth.
 
This essay analyses both the narrative structure and thematic content of the passage, assessing the extent to which they can inform us of the author’s intentions as to the role of the first branch as an oral device and lesson in noble virtues. It will conclude by discussing folklore motifs, their presence within the passage and subsequent implications for historical analysis.

Written Narrative/Oral Delivery

The first branch is found in the Red Book of Hergest (15th century) and White Book of Rhydderch (14th century), yet its composition probably occurred much earlier with current estimates suggesting the turn of the 11th century [Mckenna 1980]. Sioned Davies argues that 11th-15th century wales’ predominant narrative was a mixture of both oral and literary work [Davies 1993] and, despite the strong possibility of an oral origin for the first branch, it is accepted that it is not a simple copying of earlier oral tales [Roberts 1984]. Although literature is often constructed for the purpose of reading, the tales within the Mabinogion contain techniques which enhance oral delivery [Green]. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The purpose of oral delivery is conveyed in the passage through use of techniques such as tripartite repetition and fast structural pacing [Davies 1993]. Tripartite repetition is a mnemonic device often seen in oral narrative. It usually describes an event three times with subtle differences between the first two repetitions and a major reveal during the third. It serves as a memory aid and engages the audience. The first branch uses tripartite repetition to describe Pwyll’s attempt to catch Rhiannon [Davies 1993], as It is the third day on which Pwyll changes strategy and uses speech to persuade her to stop. The pacing of the passage is also considerable. The first paragraph demonstrates this by rapidly progressing through the events of sleeping, waking and eating to arrive at the next major plot element. This fast-paced structure would be useful in oral delivery as the narrator would need to hold the attention of a fickle audience who may become distracted in a setting such as a festive court.

The mixture of literary and oral elements within a narrative can be referred to as cyfarwydd - style writing (follows the oral tradition) [Roberts 1984], which proved popular and persisted throughout the Medieval period.  Cyfarwydd narrative is characterised by flowing sentence structure involving lots of conjunctions (a, and etc) and extensive use of dialogue, both of which are evident within the passage (8th and 9-15th paragraphs).


Themes

Thematically, the passage is significant in the wider arc of The First Branch. Rhiannon has already been presented as a supernatural character [Davies & Jones 1997, Thompson 1932] and Pwyll has twice failed to catch her on horseback. Such a supernatural portrayal of Rhiannon may have roots in Celtic mythology as a manifestation of the goddess Epona [Mac Cana 1970, Ross 1967]. 

Pwyll manages to catch Rhiannon by speaking the words ‘For the man you love most, stop’. This is a reflect of the first act where Pwyll gains access to the Otherworld through swallowing his pride [Mckenna 1980]. The second act follows this formula as Pwyll’s reaction to witnessing Rhiannon is egocentric and impulsive. He assumes ultimate sovereignty as he did when feeding his hounds on Arawn’s kill, this time believing that nobody could own a faster horse than he and attempting to catch Rhiannon himself after his servant fails. 

The author seems to be advocating the virtues of patience and wisdom whilst acknowledging the human qualities of impetuousness and inflated ego [Byfield 1993]. These qualities have their place, with Pwyll requiring martial prowess in Annwn to defeat Arawn’s enemy earlier in the tale, and they seem to be portrayed as a necessary first step towards greater accomplishments. Yet the author stresses that such noble feats as just ruling of a kingdom and acquiring true love require strength paired with wisdom [Fulton 2005].  This message is further revealed in Pwyll’s later lapse in judgement with Gwawl and even resonates within Pwyll’s name, which translates as ‘good sense’ or ‘wisdom’ [Hemming 2007].

Mckenna argues that Pwyll was composed soon after the 11th century reign of Gruffudd ap Llewellyn and is both panegyric and an exercise in aristocratic education [Mckenna 1980].  He goes on to state that the author appears well versed in courtly custom and is likely presenting to a secular rather than clerical audience. Due to the strong association between bardic tales and the welsh royalty, the nobles would see themselves reflected in the character of Pwyll and the author would use this to teach noble virtues through the narrative [Mckenna 1980].

 Motifs

Caution must be practised, however, when analysing the themes of the passage due to the sheer number of folkloric motifs present in the text. It cannot be assumed that these plot elements are created by the author for a specific purpose when they prove similar to many motifs throughout European folklore [Jackson 1961]. 

The concepts of love at first sight and a girl who must marry her father’s choice (11th and 15th paragraphs) are common folklore motifs which may suggest an international origin [Welsh 1988]. Of course, the author may have simply chosen the motif which best conveys his vision for the tale and so their thematic analysis is still valid.  Perhaps he is even forced to use them due to audience expectations of finding such motifs within contemporary tales. Folkloric motifs do, however, make the passage less suitable as a reliable primary source of historical information as the origins of its devices are unclear and possibly non-native [Welsh 1988].

In conclusion, this extract from the first branch of the Mabinogion contains a variety of structural and symbolic themes which suggest oral delivery and lessons of virtue. The sheer number of folkloric motifs present, however, should discourage use as historical reference as what may seem myth can be legend is disguise.  
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