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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.

Upon the Gorsedd Arberth, Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed, witnesses the marvelous sight of an otherwordly woman. Twice she appears, twice Pwyll sends a rider after her to discover her name and business, and twice the rider returns in failure. On the third evening spent on the Gorsedd Arberth, Pwyll himself pursues this mysterious figure, never catching her until he finally calls out for her to speak with him. Rhiannon announces her intention to marry Pwyll, though she is now betrothed to another man against her will.

The positioning of this tale within the story of Pwyll becomes important when the reader recalls that this is not the Prince of Dyfed’s first encounter with elements of the Otherworld. He has already exchanged places with Arawn, Lord of Annwn, for a year to do battle against Arawn’s rival, so it should come as no surprise that Pwyll is awed rather than perplexed at the sight of this marvelous woman. He recognizes enchantment and magic, and it does not strike fear into his heart. This courage even initiates the episode, as Pwyll is warned that noblemen who sit upon the Gorsedd Arberth are just as likely to be injured and wounded as they are to witness something amazing. Pwyll has already experienced the amazing wonders of the Otherworld, so his confidence spurs him to face the threat of the Gorsedd with his men.

The location of the passage reinforces the local nature of the tale. Certainly by the time of the story’s composition as text, Arberth was a civilized village under Norman rule. Even if one accepts the story as largely unchanged from a pre-Norman oral tradition, those hearing the story would have been familiar with Arberth (if not living there themselves) and would have likely possessed some notion of the Gorsedd Arberth as a location of Otherworldly activity.
 Like other tales of folklore and local legend, this episode of Pwyll and Rhiannon accumulates more importance with its ties to locations familiar to the audience.

Other folklorish motifs arise within this passage, primarily the common theme of events transpiring three times before action is initiated. Take, for example, the story of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, an English tale that nevertheless possesses thematic similarities to many of the adventures of Pwyll, in which the titular warrior faces the trial of seduction on the part of Lady Bertilak. For the first two days, he overcomes her with conversation, taking only a chaste kiss that he then bestows on his host; on the third day, however, the temptation of a life-saving girdle, otherwordly magic, becomes too much for Gawain to resist. In the same way, Pwyll sends out riders after Rhiannon for two evenings, and on both occasions they fail to reach her. Only on the third night when Pwyll himself chooses to call out to her does the plot progress and initiate his next adventure in the court of Hyfaidd Hen.

That success depends upon Pwyll’s own initiation of the pursuit becomes another central element of this passage advising the audience to favor individual initiative over entire reliance on the support of others. Pwyll only succeeds in chasing down Rhiannon when he himself pursues her; no other man can accomplish what is the Prince of Dyfed’s quest. His faith in the ability of his men to protect him from the threat of Gorsedd Arberth is admirable and demonstrates his wisdom as a ruler, but the pursuit of Rhiannon serves as a testament to his individual strength and initiative. Just as his year imitating Arawn matured him from the reckless hunter who stole a kill from the King of Annwn, pursuing Rhiannon matures him from a ruler depending entirely on the strength of his people to a ruler prepared to take what he wants for himself. No other man can perform Pwyll’s quest. If he is to claim his bride and his sovereignty, he must claim them alone.

And Rhiannon certainly does serve as a symbol of sovereignty in the passage, appearing on a white horse and exemplifying the motif of European folklore that horses embody royal power.
 Even if Gerald of Wales’ depiction of an Irish king-making ceremony in which the king must mate with a horse before being made sovereign is fantastical or propaganda, the image of a white horse tied to the sovereignty of a ruler is inescapable within European folklore.
 Add to this the fact that Rhiannon appears to be derived from the Brythonic horse-deity Rigantona, and it becomes clear that this passage demonstrates Pwyll’s continued pursuit of both a bride and his own sovereignty as Prince of Dyfed.

Finally, the passage demonstrates the powerful role of female characters within Y Mabinogi. Rhiannon is not simply the Holy Grail at the end of Pwyll’s quest. When she appears, she does not bend to the pursuit of the prince’s men. With ease she outpaces them, forcing them to return in failure. With ease she outpaces Pwyll himself, stopping only when he finally, in desperation, calls out to her. Even then, she chastises him for his lack of politeness. If he had wanted to speak with her, he simply should have spoken sooner.

Beyond this, Rhiannon appears with her own goals and desires. Against her wishes, she has been pledged to another man. Rather than accept her fate, however, she determines to bring about her own fortunes and seek Pwyll, who she loves already. In this way, the passage is just as much about her purposes in using Pwyll to end her engagement to an undesired betrothed as it is about Pwyll claiming a wife and sovereignty. She is not a goal to a quest; she is a fully developed character in her own right, the equal to any Prince of Dyfed. In this way, the passage provides a strong female character that stands out as a defining feature of much of Y Mabinogi.
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