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The Four Branches of the Mabinogi (Pedeir Keinc Y Mabinogi) are amongst the earliest preserved examples of medieval narrative prose written in Middle Welsh. The origins and exact dating of the tales remain uncertain, however, all eleven tales of the Mabinogi can be found in the White Book of Rhydderch, dated circa 1350 and the Red Book of Hergest, dated between 1382 and circa 1400. 

The passage from the Second Branch is significant as it forms a critical plot point in the text in which the deadly consequences of the feud between Efnysien and Matholwch are about to be revealed. Feuds, but also friendship, and marriage are recurring themes explored in all Four Branches. The feud plot line dominates the Second Branch. J.K.Bollard observes how ‘Issues of human choice occur repeatedly throughout the Four Branches as the predominant overriding theme’[footnoteRef:1] revealing much about how morality was perceived in medieval society. Efnysien’s encounter with the Irishmen in the passage demonstrates how the ‘sub-themes’ of human agency and fallibility have both a structural and narrative function in the text. The burning injustice that Efnysien feels about the sarhaed done to him by Matholwch and the choices he makes in pursuing recompense create three key plot points, firstly, Efynisien’s desire for restitution leads him to mutilate Matholwch’s horses. Secondly, this action leads (albeit unintentionally) to the unjust treatment of his sister Branwen, and Bendigeidfran’s fateful decision to sail to Ireland to avenge his sister’s mistreatment. Thirdly, Efnysien’s actions in the Flour Hall and throwing his nephew, Gwern into the fire act as a catalyst for the ensuing battle between the Irish and Welsh. This final action seals Efnysien’s own fate, self-sacrifice in the Cauldron of Rebirth, and the demise of both his sister, Branwen and his brother Bendigeidfran. [1:  J.K. Bollard, ‘The Role Of Myth And Tradition in The Four Branches Of The Mabinogi’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 6 (1983), 67-86 (p.70).
 ] 


Direct speech is used to fuel dramatic tension, revealing the oral heritage of the Four Branches. Sioned Davies observes how ‘many passages in the Mabinogion demand a voiced performance’.[footnoteRef:2] It is important to note how drama and oral tradition played a vital part in the dissemination of the Four Branches, as the tales were designed to be heard rather than read. The text has a non-linear, fluid structure characterised by abrupt twists and turns. This is evidenced by Efynisien’s unexpected arrival in the Hall, ahead of Bendigeidfran and his men. The simplicity and directness of the prose has an unsettling effect; ‘he cast fierce, ruthless glances around the house. He caught sight of the hide bags along the pillars’. The seemingly innocuous nature and tone of Efnysien’s questions ‘What is in this bag?’ and ‘What have we here?’ juxtaposed with the horrific description of his actions; ‘he squeezed the head until he could feel his fingers sinking into the brain through the bone’ demonstrates the power of direct speech to heighten dramatic tension. Having finally dispatched all two hundred men in the hide bags, Efnysien’s quiet singing of an englyn is disturbing. The juxtaposition between Efnysien’s speech and his actions creates a sense of anticipation as to what may happen next. In another surprising twist, however, tension is dissipated by an almost mundane description of how ‘The men of the Island of Ireland entered the house on the one side, and the men of the Island of the Mighty on the other.’[footnoteRef:3] echoing an earlier passage in which Branwen is first promised to Matholwch.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  The Mabinogion, ed. by Sioned Davies, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), p.xvi.]  [3:  Davies, p.31.]  [4:  Davies, p.23.] 


Repetition and allusion are also used to heighten dramatic tension. The repetition of the word ‘flour’ is significant. In Middle Welsh, ‘blawd’ (flour) also means ‘blossom’ or ‘flower’. By punning on ‘blawd’ in the englyn he sings, Efnysien is also using it in the sense of  ‘hero, champion’.[footnoteRef:5]  Allusion is also present as international literary motifs. Referring to the Aarne-Thompson revised edition of ‘Types of the Folktale’, Andrew Welsh identifies international motifs in the text. The Irishmen in the hide bags is synonymous with the ‘Ali Baba’ motif of thieves hidden in oil casks (K312).[footnoteRef:6] Welsh also identifies ‘enemies invited to banquet and killed’ (K811.1)[footnoteRef:7] an international motif in Irish myth and also Icelandic, Greek, Indian, and Japanese folklore. This motif, in turn, links to the earlier iron house episode with the giant, Llasar Llaes Gyfnewid [footnoteRef:8] which is drawn from Irish myth (K811.4 – Hostile visitors lured into iron house. Hosts set fire to house).[footnoteRef:9] Historical events are also alluded to the passage. Matholwch’s offer to build a house for Bendigeidfran may be based on historical fact inspired by the building of a ‘royal palace’ for King Henry II following his invasion of Dublin in 1171.[footnoteRef:10] ‘House entering’ was an Irish custom of submission in which the ‘under-king’ would enter the ‘overlord’s house’. ‘Without doubt, Irish clients, including kings, were expected to build houses for their lords, as elsewhere in Europe, but we do not hear of under-kings building halls for the specific purpose of submitting by entering them’.[footnoteRef:11] Matholwch’s men’s response to his request for counsel is therefore surprising. Why would they willingly submit their king to ‘pay homage’ to an invading foreign power, without a clear ulterior motive?  [5:  Davies, p.235.]  [6:  A. Welsh, ‘The Traditional Narrative Motifs Of The Four Branches Of The Mabinogi’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 15 (1988), 51–62 (p.55).]  [7:  Welsh, p.58.]  [8:  Davies, p.26.]  [9:  Welsh, p.58.]  [10:  Patrick Sims-Williams, ‘The Submission Of Irish Kings In Fact And Fiction’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 22 (1991), 31–61 (p31).]  [11:  Sims-Williams, p.43.] 


The character of Efnysien is central to the development of the plot in the Second Branch. He is defined by his actions which are motivated by the resentment he feels towards Matholwch, and even Bendigeidfran whose social status and position seem more clearly established. Efnysien is a lone-character; impulsive, contradictory, and capable of extreme violence. His actions alone foil the trap of the Irishmen concealed in the hide bags, however, throwing Gwern into the fire in the following section triggers the battle between the Irish and the Welsh. ‘Efnysien can thus be seen as a complex, and in many ways, a very tragic figure’.[footnoteRef:12] Bollard. Finally, however, Efnysien shows remorse by sacrificing himself to save his kinsmen. Bendigeidfran is a distant character in the passage, however, his response to his sister Branwen offer some clues to his character. Bendigeidfran is prepared to muster an army and sail to Ireland in response to Branwen’s call for help. The text tells us that Bendigeidfran decided to accept Matholwch’s new peace offering ‘and that was all done on Branwen’s advice because she feared that the country would be laid waste’.[footnoteRef:13] indicative perhaps of a greater equality between men and women in medieval Welsh society. Bendigeidfran’s decision therefore demonstrates a strong sense of morality but may also be calculated to show magnanimity in his position as an ‘over-lord’ in a foreign land. Matholwch, in turn, does not demonstrate great strength of character. On discovering that Bendigeidfran has rejected his previous offer, he immediately seeks counsel from his men. He seems removed from the action in the passage and it is left unclear whether he is aware that the ‘Irish had a cunning plan’ to ambush and kill Bendigeidfran and his all his men. Matholwch’s apparent silence begs the question whether he really would have been willing to build a house in Bendigeidfran’s honour and place his ‘kingship at his disposal, and pay homage to him’.[footnoteRef:14] It seems unlikely that one king would so willingly submit to another without resistance. [12:  J.K. Bollard, ‘The Structure Of The Four Branches Of The Mabinogi’, Transactions Of The Honourable Society Of Cymmrodorion, (1975), 250–76 (p.272).]  [13:  Davies, p.30.]  [14:  Davies, p.30.] 
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