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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.
‘My men,’ said Matholwch, ‘what is your advice?’
‘Lord,’ they said, ‘there is only one thing to do. He has never been able to fit inside a house,’ they said. ‘Build a house in his honour, so that there is room for him and the men of the Island of the Mighty in one half of the house, and for you and your troops in the other. And place your kingship at his disposal, and pay homage to him. And because of the honour in building the house (for he has never had one into which he could fit) he will make peace with you.’
            The messengers took the offer to Bendigeidfran; and he took advice. He decided to accept; and that was all done on Branwen’s advice because she feared that the country would be laid waste.
The terms of peace were arranged, and the house was built, large and spacious. But the Irish had a cunning plan. They placed a peg on either side of each column of the one hundred columns in the house, and hung a hide bag on each peg with an armed man in each one of them. Efnysien entered the house ahead of the troops of the Island of the Mighty, and cast fierce, ruthless glances around the house. He caught sight of the hide bags along the pillars.
‘What is in this bag?’ he said to one of the Irishmen.
‘Flour, friend,’ he answered.
Efnysien prodded the bag until he found the man’s head, and he squeezed the head until he could feel his fingers sinking into the brain through the bone. He left that one, and put his hand on another bag and asked, ‘What have we here?’
‘Flour, friend, said the Irishman. Efnysien played the same game with each of them, so that not a man was left alive of the entire two hundred, apart from one, And he came to that one, and asked, ‘What have we here?’
‘Flour, friend,’ said the Irishman. Efnysien prodded the bag until he found the man’s head, and just as he had squeezed the heads of the others so he squeezed this one. He could feel armour on the head of this one. He did not let him go until he had killed him. And then he sang an englyn:
                        ‘There is in this bag a different kind of flour,
                        Champions, warriors, attackers in battle,
                        Against fighters, prepared for combat.’
The Mabinogion, trans. Sioned Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp 30-31.
 

In this extract from the Second Branch of the Mabinogi [footnoteRef:1], Branwen has been married to Matholwch,  [1:  Sometimes known as Branwen, Daughter of Llr; Davies (2007) does not use this title, but Jones & Jones (1974), Ganz (1976), Ford (1977) and Thomas & Crossley-Holland (1989) all do. In The Four Branches of the Mabinogi (1993) Davies emphasises ‘that there are no titles to the individual tales in the manuscripts…it is therefore misleading to refer to the branches as … [for example] …Mabinogi Branwen’ p21] 


King of Ireland, as agreed by Bendigeidfran, Branwen’s brother and King of ‘the Island of the Mighty’, 

but Efnysien, another of her brothers, felt insulted that he was not consulted and maimed 

Matholwch’s horses, ‘so that they were no good for anything’[footnoteRef:2]. Although Matholwch accepted  [2:  Davies (2007) The Mabinogion p24] 


compensation for this insult, and despite Branwen bearing him a son (Gwern) in her first year in 

Ireland, ‘the disgrace he had suffered regarding his horses [… caused …] such an uproar in Ireland that 

there was no peace for Matholwch until he revenged the insult’[footnoteRef:3]. He did this by punishing Branwen,  [3:  Davies (2007) op cit. p27] 


‘by sending her from her husband’s chamber, and forcing her to cook for the court; and they had the 

butcher come to her every day, after he had chopped up meat, and give her a box on the ear’[footnoteRef:4].  [4:   Davies (2007) op cit. pp 27-8] 


Bendigeidfran learned of Matholwch’s insults and invaded Ireland. 

Having suffered military defeat and unsuccessfully proposed concessions, such as offering to make 

Gwern King of Ireland, Matholwch is seeking, at the beginning of this extract, counsel to stem the tide 

of the Welsh advance. The answer given by his advisers is a variation of the ‘Iron House’ [footnoteRef:5]. Matholwch’s  [5:  See Sims-Williams (2005) The Iron House in Ireland. This is the second use of the Iron House in the Second Branch, the first having been the story of Llasar Llaes Gyfnewid, Davies (2007) pp 26-27.] 


counsellors believe that this will appeal to the giant Bendigeidfran, who ‘had never been able to fit 

inside any house’ [footnoteRef:6], but they also have ‘a cunning plan’ to ambush the Welsh warriors by hiding Irish  [6:  Davies (2007) op cit. p 23] 


warriors in each of the 200 sacks of flour that are attached to the posts inside the house. 


This extract therefore comes at an important point in the tale (or tales, as this Branch provides good 

evidence for the ‘composite’ nature of the Mabinogi as a whole [footnoteRef:7]), but also provides evidence for a  [7:  Ford, P (1977) The Mabinogi and other Medieval Welsh Tales p3 ‘A glance at the end of “Branwen” shows us that smaller episodes were known independently, episodes such as “The Assembly of Bran”, “The Avenging of the Blow to Branwen”, “The Feasting of Harlech”, “The Singing of the Birds of Rhiannon”, and so on’.] 


range of themes and issues that have been highlighted by translators of and commentators on the 

Mabinogi, such as literary themes, Irish influence, characterisation and written style.


Firstly, there are several ancient literary themes in this extract; the loss of a beautiful girl, the 

‘calumniated wife’, the concealed danger, and the festering insult. Branwen is described as ‘one of 

the Three Chief Maidens of this Island: she was the most beautiful girl in the world’ [footnoteRef:8]; Efnysien  [8:  Davies, S. (2007) Ibid.] 


cannot have been alone in feeling her loss. This was compounded by the news of her ill-treatment, 

which Wood (1985) sees as an example of the Calumniated Wife motif popular in medieval 

literature.  However, there are variations to the norm of this motif; Branwen is not taken as 

unwillingly as Helen in The Iliad [footnoteRef:9], and Wood notes that ‘The relation of Branwen to the Calumniated  [9:  Homer, The Iliad trans. Mitchell (2012), Shanower, E. (2001) Age of Bronze Volume 1: A Thousand Ships] 


Wife folktales is complex’ [footnoteRef:10], lacking most of the characteristics usually relating to the motif [footnoteRef:11]. This  [10:  Wood, J. (1985) p. 36 ‘The Calumniated Wife in Medieval Welsh Literature’ Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies Vol 10.]  [11:  Indeed, Branwen’s influence on events is still important and highlighted in the text ‘and that was all done on Branwen’s advice because she feared that the country would be laid waste’. Given all these differences, there may be a case for regarding Branwen as an example of the ‘Lady of Sovereignty’ as suggested by Matthews, C (1987) Mabon and the Mysteries of Britain p 41.] 


variation is also present in the ‘concealed danger’ of the ‘warriors in the flour’ which, unlike the 

Greeks in the wooden horse[footnoteRef:12], for example, is foiled, in this case by the ‘fierce, ruthless’ insight of  [12:  Mentioned in both Homer’s The Odyssey and Virgil’s The Aeneid; see, for example Stapleton M. (1978) A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Mythology] 


Efnysien. Therefore, although the elements of many literary themes are certainly present in this 

extract, the variations are almost as noteworthy. Nevertheless, as Davies notes, ‘The nature of insult’ 

remains ‘a central theme’[footnoteRef:13] of this extract, driving the plot, both in terms of the Irish construction of,  [13:  Davies, S. (1993) The Four Branches of the Mabinogi p 57] 


and Efnysien’s suspicions about, the Iron House[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  Though this suspicion might also be warranted by Matholwch’s story of its use as noted above with Llasar Llaes Gyfnewid; nevertheless, this does not detract from the point about Efnysien’s character that follows, for the ruse in that case was to set the building on fire.] 



Secondly, insight into characterisation is also important in this extract. Matholwch is shown as a weak 

king (especially in contrast to Bendigeidfran); ‘My men’… [he says] … ‘What is your advice’, implying 

that he ‘is unsure’[footnoteRef:15]. Matholwch not only appears to accept his counsellors’ advice unquestioningly,  [15:  Davies (1993) op cit. p70] 


he apparently has no knowledge of the plot of the ‘warriors in the flour’. Branwen’s character in the 

whole of this Branch is perhaps underplayed, given the apparent nomenclature referred to above, 

however, in this extract, her role is important, being apparently the determining factor in 

Bendigeidfran accepting the Iron House offer, ‘because she feared that the country [that is Ireland] 

would be laid waste’ otherwise. It is Efnysien’s characterisation, however, which is dominant in this 

extract, the ‘author’ even showing us insights into his thought processes, such as his ‘Sherlock 

Holmes’-like powers of deduction (how did he know that there were warriors in the sacks?) and 

strength (squeezing the warriors to death through their heads, despite wearing helmets).  This is 

added to by his use of wordplay in his englyn[footnoteRef:16] noted by Davies [footnoteRef:17], whereby blawd, which can be used  [16:  The attribution of an englyn to Efnysien may, in itself, be a mark of his special status, as they are complex structures with internal rhymes, associated with the early bards or cyfarwyddion – see, for example http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/arts/sites/early-welsh-literature/pages/glossary.shtml#englyn]  [17:  Davies (2007) op cit. p235. ] 


to mean flour, flower and hero, therefore warrior, is used to show how Efnysien could recognise ‘these 

various sorts of “flours”!’ [footnoteRef:18]. [18:  Thomas G. & Crossley-Holland K. Tales from the Mabinogion p42. There may even be an added layer to this in terms of the different types of flour used in the bread of the aristocrats in Wales as opposed to that in the bags, provided by the ordinary fighters of Ireland – see Graham J. “‘A Different Kind of Flour’: Class and Grain in the Efnysien passage of the Mabinogi” in Notes and Queries July 2015. This would add further to the point of complex and powerful characterisation of Efnysien in this extract.] 



The ‘warriors in the flour’ incident also highlights the debate about Irish influence on the Mabinogi. 

Sims-Williams (2005) notes the similarities to the Brama saga, suggesting that ‘a version of the 


Brama was a major inspiration for Branwen’[footnoteRef:19], though Ford (1988), for example, sees it more as  [19:  Sims-Williams (2005) pp25-26 ] 



‘community acceptance’ rather than one-way influence, suggesting that ‘the tendency to isolate 


individual episodes which can be found in both Welsh and Irish and then assume borrowing from 


Ireland to Wales perhaps stems from the undeniable fact that vastly more Irish material has 


survived’[footnoteRef:20]. Nevertheless, the setting is clearly concerned with Ireland, and the presence of the ‘Iron  [20:  Ford (1988) p31 ‘Branwen:  A Study of the Celtic Affinities’ in Studia Celtica Vol XXII/XXIII 1987/8] 


House’ motif, which only seems to be associated with Irish stories, at the very least emphasises 

the close relationships (not always cordial) between the two peoples or kingdoms.


Finally, this extract also emphasises the oral style of the Mabinogi, both in its probable ‘Celtic’ origin 

and in its intended transmission through performance in the Medieval period. This is shown in 

several instances, such as the shift from ‘narrative voice’ to speech by different characters which 

allows a performer to use a variety of voices; the three-fold triadic use of ‘Flour, friend’ to build 

tension in the Iron House scene, as well as the release of that tension through the singing of the 

englyn at the end of the extract (quite likely followed by a pause for applause). This extract therefore 

admirably reflects the view that ‘the author has been greatly influenced by the oral storytelling 

[bookmark: _Hlk496620017]techniques of the medieval cyfarwydd’ [footnoteRef:21]. [21:  Davies (1993) op cit.  p49] 


Though remaining a ‘quarrelsome man’ [footnoteRef:22], and hurling Gwern into the fire, Efnysien ends up  [22:  Davies (2007) op cit. p 23] 


sacrificing himself for the Welsh warriors who, although ‘there was no real victory’ [footnoteRef:23], do achieve a  [23:  Davies (2007) op cit. p 32] 


sort of moral one, for seven of the Welsh warriors (and a beheaded Bendigeidfran) escape back to 

the mainland, whilst in Ireland, ‘no one was left alive except for five pregnant women in a cave in the 

wilds’ [footnoteRef:24].  [24:  Davies (2007) op cit. p34] 


1094 words

All quotations not attributed in footnotes are from the extract supplied.
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