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1907481   CYCS 7015 Y Mabinogi
Textual Analysis of a Passage from Branch Two of the Mabinogi
‘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.

This passage, which occurs about two thirds of the way through the second branch, is an exciting phase of the story .  This abstract is a fair representation of the literary style of the Mabinogi .    The style of writing and unifying themes throughout the prose are evidence that it has its origins in the oral narrative tradition.  The frequent use of the connective ‘and’ gives the impression that the story is being performed. Dialogue is used to give drama and immediacy to the tale as well as revealing the thoughts of the actors. Sioned Davies explains in the introduction to her translation that she is ‘[attempting to] communicate to readers the exhilarating power of performance’ 
 
The setting is Ireland.  Bendigeidfran has travelled with his men to Ireland because his sister is being abused by her husband, King Matholwch. Branwen’s punishment has come about through no fault of her own.  In this respect she bears comparison Rhiannon in the first branch, in being punished for something that she has not done.   In Rhiannon’s case, she was thought to be the guilty party, contrasting with Branwen who was known to be innocent. 
 Matholwch and Bendigeidfran take a passive role in the negotiations  by taking advice from and trusting  their messengers.    The drama escalates through the strong and ruthless character of Efnysien, who has been the cause of the conflict. This episode builds up to and precipitates the final, devastating battle that follows.  
 The extract begins with Matholwch asking his kinsmen for advice.  He clearly regrets his current situation and needs to find a resolution.    He does not communicate directly with Bendigeidfran, instead leaving  negotiations to his messengers.  This shows something about Matholwch’s lack of judgement in that it is because he has followed his men’s advice (in punishing Branwen) that Bendigeidfran has made his journey. It is clear that the messengers have scope for misleading their masters in negotiating peace terms. Branwen’s role as peacemaker is conveyed in that Bendigeidfran takes her advice in accepting the improved offer from Matholwch which includes the construction of a house big enough for Bendigeidfran to enter and enjoy.
The narrator sets the scene for the next dramatic phase by revealing the plan that the Irish had made.  Their scheme is to conceal  warriors within sacks in the hospitality house.  This is a well-known international storytelling motif: the concealment of the enemy within a gift.  The most well-known and possibly oldest version is that of the Trojan Horse of Greek mythology. 
 This is the second ‘trick house’ in the second branch:   the earlier reference being the construction of an iron house built as a trap for Llaser Llaes Gyfnewid 
 which features in a story about the origins of the Cauldron of Rebirth.   References to hospitality houses open themselves to speculation that they may be pseudo-historical pointers to actual buildings erected for the entertainment of monarchs.
   
Tension mounts when Efnysien comes back into the story.  Imagine the pantomime villain taking centre stage.  One can hear  the audience hissing as Efnysien sneaks into the house to inspect it, ahead of the dignitaries.  He is rightly suspicious and takes a closer look at the sacks which have been hung from posts. The concept of containment is iterated again as the warriors are hidden inside the sacks.   Approaching the first one, he asks, presumably sotto voce, what is in the sack.  The hapless occupant replies ‘Flour, friend’.  This dialogue is repeated three times, using the threefold device as a technique to summarise Efnysien’s questioning of two hundred sacks.  The translator’s use of alliteration: ‘Flour, friend’ adds a touch of dark humour to the scene.   Efnysien dispatches each warrior by squeezing the bones of his skull.  The author delights in this graphic depiction which would surely have the audience enthralled and revulsed.   
When he has completed his execution of the Irish warriors, Efnysien recites  an englyn to show that he  is delighted with his performance.  This is the only englyn  in the second branch.  It adds to the drama of the work and would be appreciated as  a display of poetic skill. Although it may not have been the author’s original work, its inclusion in the tale is significant, adding to the literary merit of the piece.   Poetry was among the mnemonic techniques used by the storyteller. An oral performance of the day  would include the recitation of poetry to add interest and gravitas to the rendition. The englyn uses a pun on the meaning of the word blawd which could mean ‘flour’ or ‘flower’, the latter being a chivalric reference to a warrior.
  Efnysien, who had been the mischief-maker in insulting Matholwch, has heroically thwarted the Irish in their act of deceit.  
Themes of loyalty and mistrust are implicit  throughout this passage.  Clearly, Efnysien has been forgiven by Bendigeidfran and is included in the company.  Efnysien holds feelings of enmity and distrust for the Irish and puts his intuition to work.  Efnysien’s behaviour is extreme and violent.  The listener is already aware that Efnysien’s character is likely to take vengeance, which was evident by his previous maiming of Matholwch’s horses.  This is the second of three violent outrages carried out by Efnysien in this branch.  
Following this episode, the respective troops from Ireland and the Land of the Mighty enter the house and seem to be unaware of what has happened, as they take their places in the house for the investiture of Branwen’s son, Gwern.  Violence subsequently erupts when Efnysien throws the child on the fire. 
In summary, this extract is typical and representative  of the four branches of the Mabinogi. It has a strong narrative style, conveying action and excitement.  The author brings out the characters and motivations of the key players, drawing the audience into the drama.  The Irish are portrayed in a negative light, which would seem to be typical of the medieval Welsh attitude. 
   The Mabinogi was composed during a period when the Welsh were struggling against the Anglo-Normans.  This segment of the work expresses some of the frustration and uncertainty of those times, propaganda perhaps, disguised as an entertaining  tale from the Welsh heroic past.
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