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Section A: Passage Appreciation
The passage analysed here is taken from the second or middle part of the First Branch of the Mabinogion, sometimes referred to as the Pwyll branch. It describes the meeting of Pwyll and Rhiannon, arguably the two most central characters in all of the First Branch, and as such is a highly significant passage.
The character of Rhiannon is first introduced to us as a mysterious, distant character with strong connections to the Otherworld. This is clear for a number of reasons, one of which is her name itself which derives from the name of the Celtic goddess Rigantona, which itself translates as Divine Queen.[footnoteRef:1] She is also commonly depicted with horses, as she is in the passage, which has led to her becoming associated with the Celtic horse goddess Epona.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  J. Hemming, Myth in Celtic Literatures, ed. J.F. Nagy (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007) p. 87.]  [2:  P.K. Ford, ‘Prolegomena to a Reading of the Mabinogi: Pwyll and Manawydan’, Studia Celtica, 16/17, (1981/82), 110-125, p. 118.] 

There is also the context in which Rhiannon is introduced to consider, for example the fact that Pwyll first sees her when he is sat atop Gorsedd Arberth, a mound which one of Pwyll’s men explains has a peculiar property, subjecting whatever nobleman sits upon it to either injury or a wondrous sight. Even without this explanation, the audience would likely expect something magical to occur due to the widespread motif of the mound as a traditional gateway to the Otherworld.[footnoteRef:3] In Irish mythology and folklore, the fae are even referred to as the daoine sidhe, which roughly translated means the people of the mounds.[footnoteRef:4] Rhiannon’s horse’s ability to move faster than her pursuers while never changing pace is another classic feature of medieval literature, which Hemming argues utilises the motif of a horse moving at unnatural speeds to demonstrate the deceptiveness of enchanted realms.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  E. Hanson-Smith, ‘Pwyll Prince of Dyfed: The Narrative Structure’, Studia Celtica, 16/17, (1981/82), 126-134, p. 130.]  [4:  J. MacKillop, Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, (Indiana: Oxford University Press, 1998).]  [5:  R. Hutton, ‘Medieval Welsh Literature and Pre-Christian Deities’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 61, 57-85, p. 83.] 

Byfield on the other hand has suggested that Pwyll’s inability to keep up with Rhiannon on horseback is foreshadowing of their relationship where Rhiannon is consistently able to surpass him in regards to wit, intelligence, and forthrightness.[footnoteRef:6] Certainly her wit is evident from her very first line of dialogue. Her forthrightness is apparent when we consider how she took ‘the initiative in forming a marriage alliance… over swaying her lord and her suitor’ in the process.[footnoteRef:7] But it is her intelligence that really sets Rhiannon apart as a character and this is most obvious when we consider how skilfully she manipulates the situation, first in how she orchestrates the encounter between her and Pwyll, in much the same way that Arawn does in the first section of the First Branch suggesting this may be a common skill to all characters of the Otherworld.[footnoteRef:8] Secondly is in her use of language itself for as Byfield points out, she addresses Pwyll three times as ‘arglwyd (lord)’ in their first encounter as described in the passage, and then not again until they’re married which suggests her early use of this address was a part of her manipulation.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  C.E. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, 40, 51-72, p. 53.]  [7:  P. Mac Cana, The Mabinogi, (Cardiff: University Wales Press, 1992), p. 56.]  [8:  C.E. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, 40, 51-72, p. 53.]  [9:  C.E. Byfield, ‘Character and Conflict in the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, 40, 51-72, p. 54.] 

Rhiannon’s intelligence and wisdom also serve to make her a foil to Pwyll’s impetuousness and lack of forethought. Pwyll’s name translates as wisdom or good sense, the irony of which Hemming sights as evidence that the character is likely an authorial invention given that his actions, as shown in the passage, frequently display a lack of either trait.[footnoteRef:10] After all it is only when Pwyll addresses Rhiannon politely instead of trying to run her down that she introduces herself to him. [10:  J. Hemming, Myth in Celtic Literatures, ed. J.F. Nagy (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007) p. 85.] 

Pwyll sees Rhiannon on three consecutive days, and as described in the passage, he takes three leaps while trying to catch up to her before he tries calling out instead. Repetitions of three and triadic structures are a common feature of Welsh narratives, for instance the numerous Welsh triads, but are certainly not unique to Wales and appear in many stories and folk tales around the world. Repetitions of three can be a simple way of increasing tension, while repetition in general can be a sign of oral tradition.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  B.F. Roberts, Studies on Middle Welsh Literature, (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), p. 91.] 

The passage in fact contains several stylistic and linguistic features that suggest that the text was informed, or at least significantly influenced by oral tradition. While the Four Branches themselves may not make heavy use of adjectives, in the passage several instances occur to lend colour and emphasis to the scene, such as when Pwyll’s horse is described as ‘spirited’ and ‘prancing’ perhaps in a reflection of its master.[footnoteRef:12] The passage is also strictly chronological and uses conjunctive cohesion, both key features of oral storytelling with the benefit of making it easier for the storyteller to remember the narrative, and easier for the audience to follow it.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  P. Mac Cana, The Mabinogi, (Cardiff: University Wales Press, 1992), p. 45.]  [13:  S. Davies, Literacy in Medieval Celtic Societies, ed. H. Pryce, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 145.] 

There is also the matter of formula to consider, not just as a common feature of oral storytelling but of folk tales as well, and utilised here in a number of ways. In the opening of the passage we find an example of one of the most common formulas used in the Mabinogi to transition between scenes. As Davies shows, transitions are always filled in oral narratives, and the Mabinogi typically follows the three stage formula of ‘treulaw/dilit (spend/follow)’, ‘cysgu (sleep)’, and ‘trannoeth (the following day).’[footnoteRef:14] The passage uses a varied form of this by missing out the cysgu stage but as Davies also points out, the use of variable formulae is especially helpful as it allows the author to move the story along in a way that is comfortable and familiar, without the listener becoming fatigued or bored by excessive repetition of the same vocabulary.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  S. Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, (Llandysul: Gwasg Gomer, 1993), p. 37.]  [15:  S. Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, (Llandysul: Gwasg Gomer, 1993), p. 41.] 

Finally we must examine the use of dialogue in the passage. The dialogue here is a reflection of the dialogue throughout all of the First Branch which contains many long stretches of conversation which not only help move the narrative forward, but enable the author to better develop individual characters.[footnoteRef:16] Pwyll and Rhiannon each have a unique voice, and as mentioned above their interaction reveals character traits like Rhiannon’s wit and Pwyll’s intelligence. When we compare this to the Second Branch which relies instead upon monologues and is often criticised for its flatter characters, for instance Branwen who is only given a few brief lines and is often negatively compared to Rhiannon as a weak female character, we are able to see just how significant the use of dialogue can be in even a short passage such as this.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  B.F. Roberts, Studies on Middle Welsh Literature, (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), p. 84.]  [17:  S. Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, (Llandysul: Gwasg Gomer, 1993), p. 49.] 
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