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Appreciation of the Passage
They came to the court, and spent that night singing and carousing, until they were contented. The next day they amused themselves until it was time to go and eat. When they had finished eating, Pwyll said, ‘Where are those who were with me yesterday and the day before on top of the mound?’

‘Here we are, lord,’ they said.

‘Let us go to the mound to sit,’ he said. ‘And you,’ he said to his groom, ‘saddle my horse well, and bring it to the road, and bring along my spurs.’ The groom did that.

They came to the mound and sat down. They were hardly any time at all when they saw the rider coming along the same road, in the same manner, and at the same pace.

‘Groom,’ said Pwyll, ‘I see the rider. Give me my horse.’ Pwyll mounted his horse, and no sooner had he mounted his horse than she rode past him. He turned after her, and let his spirited, prancing horse go at its own pace. And he thought that at the second leap or the third he would catch up with her. But he was no closer to her than before. He urged his horse to go as fast as possible. But he saw that it was useless for him to pursue her.
Then Pwyll said, ‘Maiden,’ he said ‘for the sake of the man you love most, wait for me.’
‘I will gladly,’ she said, ‘and it would have been better for the horse if you had asked that a while ago!’
The maiden stopped and waited ,and drew back the part of her headdress which should cover her face, and fixed her gaze on him, and began to talk to him.
‘Lady,’ he said, ‘where do you come from, and where are you going?’
‘Going about my business,’ she said, ‘and I am glad to see you.’
‘My welcome to you,’ he said. And then he thought that the face of every maiden and every woman he had ever seen was unattractive compared with her face.

‘Lady,’ he said, ‘will you tell me anything about your business?’
‘I will, between me and God,’ she said. ‘My main purpose was to try and see you.’
‘That, to me, is the best business you could have,’ said Pwyll. ‘Will you tell me who you are?’
‘I will, lord,’ she said. ‘I am Rhiannon, daughter of Hyfaidd Hen, and I am to be given to a husband against my will. But I have never wanted any man, because of my love for you. And I still do not want him, unless you reject me. And it is to find out your answer on the matter that I have come.’
The Mabinogion, trans. Sioned Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 10-11

This passage from the first branch of the Mabinogi provides important first impressions of the figure of Rhiannon, a prominent figure in the first and third branches, and establishes her connection to the otherworld throughout the tales. It also alludes to the possible otherworldly lineage of her son Pryderi, who appears in all four branches of the Mabinogi as well as other important medieval Welsh texts.
 
This selection begins the second story of the first branch of the Mabinogi, that of Pwyll’s meeting and marrying Rhiannon. It occurs just after Pwyll’s encounter and eventual friendship with the otherworld king Arawn. Pwyll’s first glimpse of his future wife Rhiannon occurs on his third visit to the magical mound called Gorsedd Arberth.
 The legend within the story is that whenever a nobleman sat on it, one of two things would occur: ‘either he will be wounded or injured, or else he will see something wonderful.’
 The wonderful thing he saw was Rhiannon riding on her pale-white horse. The horse seemed to move at a steady pace but could not be overtaken no matter how fast Pwyll or his men pursued. Once Pwyll finally implores her to stop, after realizing he cannot overtake her, she reveals that she is there to declare her love for Pwyll despite being promised to another man and to find out if Pwyll will reciprocate. Following this passage, they arrange to meet at her father’s court for a wedding feast one year later.
 This selection is followed by the story of the feast at which Pwyll unwittingly promises Rhiannon to Gwawl, the man she had been promised to but rejected. Rhiannon salvages the situation by providing a magic bag and a plan, but Pwyll must then wait another year to take her as his wife. This story is followed by the story of their son Pryderi’s birth, abduction, and return.

While this passage from Pwyll II, proceeds immediately after Pwyll I in what seems to be an independent story, J.K. Bollard and Jeffery Gantz both argue there are interlacing thematic structures of contrasts and parallels between stories within the Mabinogi including this passage. Gantz specifically draws a parallel between this meeting of Pwyll and Rhiannon and the earlier meeting of Pwyll and Arawan, both being otherworldly encounters. The parallel shows a glimpse into Pwyll’s characterization in that he does not always take the wisest course of action. This resulted in both Arawan and Rhiannon chastising him for poor judgment at their first exchange of words. Arawan does so over Pwyll’s taking of his stag. Rhiannon expresses that his horse would be better off if he had just asked her to stop sooner rather than chasing after her. This is further shown in the parallel Gantz draws between the act of taking the stag and the mistake of giving Rhiannon to Gwawl. In the latter case, it was Rhiannon who was the one who provided the magic bag and plan to get them out of the situation his careless promise put them in. Gantz also ties Rhiannon’s desire for Pwyll to Gilvaethwy’s desire for Goewin and Rhiannin and Pwyll’s meeting to the Gilvethwy and Gwydyon plot found in Math I. 
 
Sioned Davies addresses another important parallel between the Pwyll branch and the Math branch, the tripartite structure of both. She notes that each have three sections and goes on to illustrate that this same same structure is found within individual episodes in many of the eleven tales and explains the importance of this structure in oral narrative. She notes that Celts have favoured classifying in threes since the earliest records. This tripartite structure is evident in the repetition of Pwyll seeing Rhiannon from Gorsedd Arberth three days in a row, but not being successful in speaking with her until the third day. Davies also notes that this trait of repetition in threes along with the single threaded, chronological, and episodic structure point to the Mabinogi’s origins in the oral tradition.
 She points out the high percentage of dialogue in the text is further evidence of an origin in the oral tradition.
 This Pwyll II passage exhibits all these traits. 
Another important aspect of this selection, often found in Celtic tales, is the motif of a mortal man meeting and marrying an otherworld woman. Another example of this is the story of Llyn y Van Vach. In this story a mortal man met and married a fairy on the Black Mountain. W.J. Gruffydd explains that the theme of a magical gorsedd and the hero meeting an otherworld woman is so common that in Celtic countries the only thing of note in this selection is that Rhiannon is on horseback.

There are motifs related to Rhiannon that tie back to this passage related to Rhiannon riding the magical horse. The major motif here is Calumniated Wife, K2110.1 in Thompson’s index of motifs. Gruffydd and Jennings both discuss this at length related to the false accusation of her killing her son, along with closely related motifs Jennings mentions such as destroying her children (K2116.1.1) and eating them (K2116.1.1.1).
 She also suggests and Gruffydd alludes to the animal-birth slander motif(K2115). These tie closely to another motif Jennings suggests, that of a punishment of being saddled and ridden as a horse (Q493). This aligns with her penance of having to sit outside of the Arberth court by the horse block and explain to all who approach the court why she was put there and to offer to carry them to the court on her back. 

These suggestions by Jennings ties into the most debated characterization discussions related to Rhiannon. Her first appearance on a horse and the punishment of acting as a horse were previously mentioned. There are many more ties to horses in the story of Rhiannon’s character. Her son was stolen by the creature that attacked his foster parent’s foals each year and they found him with the foal they rescued from capture the night he was abducted. Gwri/Pryderi from a young age was strongly attracted to horses. These connections have led scholars such as Gruffydd
 to assert that Rhiannon is an archetype or variant of the goddess Rigantona who is thought to be a regional variant of the horse goddess Epona. Some scholars have attempted to disprove this connection, but Jennings asserts that this idea is generally accepted and offers the best explanation for the equine motifs related to Rhiannon.
 Hanson-Smith affirms the goddess motif suggesting the waste-land restored by the earth goddess with the marriage to Pwyll representing the marriage of sacred king to earth goddess.
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