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ABSTRACT

Numerous animals, both real and enchanted, occur repeatedly throughout the Mabinogion collection of
tales. This thesis explores the significance of these animals in some depth, considering why so many
appear, what purposes they serve and how they affect both the characters and the overall narratives. On a
general level animals act as catalysts - making the tales more dynamic and moving the plots and therefore
also the characters forwards - by acting as messengers, modes of transport and combat, means of revenge,
punishment and transformation and leaders into otherworldy adventure, particularly via the hunt. Some
animals are more predominant than others and separate chapters on ‘Horses’, ‘Swine’ and ‘Magical Birds
and Other Enchanted Beasts’ cover general depictions of these creatures across several of the tales, along
with in-depth explorations of relevant episodes and discussions of the animals’ particular functions within
the narratives, as well as considering the roles of enchantment, shape-shifting and otherworldly activity as
they relate to the animals in question. The fourth chapter, ‘The Oldest Animals: Folk Tale Motifs’
additionally considers the influence of international popular tale motifs in regard to the animals of the
Mabinogion, focusing primarily on the tradition of the oldest animals found in Culhwch ac Olwen. The
thesis then concludes with an overall appreciation of the significance of the animals and birds found
within these tales and their important narrative function as catalysts.

(Word Count: 20,624 words including abstract)
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INTRODUCTION: The Mabinogion and its Animals

The Mabinogion, as it is popularly known, is a collection of eleven medieval Welsh
tales which form the nucleus of early Welsh prose. Fully preserved in Llyfr Coch
Hergest (The Red Book of Hergest, Jesus College, Oxford - MS 111) ¢.1382-1410," ten
of the tales, some of which are incomplete, are also found in the slightly earlier LIyfr
Gwyn Rhydderch (The White Book of Rhydderch, National Library of Wales,
Aberystwyth - Peniarth MSS 4-5) ¢.1350.2 Fragments can also be found in slightly
earlier extant manuscripts of around a hundred years or so,® yet the stories themselves
are based on much older oral material, incorporating aspects of Celtic myth, folklore,
onomastic tales, international motifs and legendary history, although it must be
remembered that they were composed in literary form for a medieval audience and
therefore also additionally reflect aspects of medieval society. Indeed, these literary
tales are generally set in the real world, socially and geographically reflecting that of
medieval Wales, although they also shift repeatedly into the realm of magic, resonating
with echoes of earlier Celtic myth and tradition yet clearly more than simple written
versions of the oral narratives of the professional storyteller or cyfarwydd* (‘learned
one’”). Dates of original literary composition for each tale are uncertain and still being

debated, although Culhwch ac Olwen ¢.1100° and Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi, thought to

!'S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. ix; D. Huws, Medieval Welsh Manuscripts, p. 82; R. Bromwich and D.S.
Evans, Culhwch ac Olwen. An Edition and Study of the Oldest Arthurian Tale, p. ix; J.K. Bollard,
Companion Tales to The Mabinogi. Legend and Landscape of Wales, p. 9.

2'S. Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, p.9; S. Davies, ‘Horses in the Mabinogion’, p. 122; S.
Davies, The Mabinogion, p. ix; S. Davies, ‘Mythology and the Oral Tradition: Wales’, p. 786; D. Huws,
Medieval Welsh Manuscripts, p. 89; M. Green and R. Howell, Celtic Wales, p. 103; D. Johnston, The
Literature of Wales, p. 17; J.K. Bollard, Companion Tales to The Mabinogi. Legend and Landscape of
Wales, p. 9.

%3. Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, p. 9; S. Davies, ‘Horses in the Mabinogion’, p. 122; S.
Davies, The Mabinogion, p. xvii; P. Mac Cana, The Mabinogi, p. 22; P.K. Ford, The Mabinogi and other
Medieval Welsh Tales, p. 2; G. Jones and T. Jones, The Mabinogion, p. ix.

* M. Green and R. Howell, Celtic Wales, pp. 102—103; S. Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, p.
10; S. Davies, ‘Mythology and the Oral Tradition: Wales’, pp. 785-786; D. Johnston, The Literature of
Wales, p. 17; B.F. Roberts, Studies on Middle Welsh Literature, p. 41; G. Jones and T. Jones, The
Mabinogion, p. xi; J.K. Bollard, Companion Tales to The Mabinogi. Legend and Landscape of Wales, p.
114.

> D. Johnston, The Literature of Wales, p. 17.

® R. Bromwich and D.S. Evans, Culhwch ac Olwen. An Edition and Study of the Oldest Arthurian Tale, p.
Ixxxi; R. Bromwich, ‘The Character of the Early Welsh Tradition’, p. 106; S. Davies, ‘Mythology and the
Oral Tradition: Wales’, p. 786; M. Green and R. Howell, Celtic Wales, p. 111; P. Mac Cana, The
Mabinogi, p. 60; B.F. Roberts, ‘Culhwch Ac Olwen, The Triads, Saint’s Lives’, p. 73; B.F. Roberts,
Studies on Middle Welsh Literature, p. 50; R.S. Loomis, ‘The Tale of Culhwch and Olwen’, p. 27.
However, it should also be noted that Simon Rodway has more recently concluded that the earliest
possible date that can be given for Culhwch ac Olwen is in fact the middle of the twelfth century — S.
Rodway, ‘The Date and Authorship of Culhwch ac Olwen: A Reassessment’, p. 43.
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date in their present form to the late eleventh or early twelfth century’ although
evidently based on earlier tradition,® are considered to be the earliest extant Welsh
narrative prose tales; the remainder of the collection dates approximately to the twelfth

and thirteenth centuries.®

The tales were first translated into the English language and made widely available by
Lady Charlotte Guest in the mid-nineteenth century under their present collective title
the Mabinogion. This term, however, appearing only once in the surviving texts, is now
thought to originate in a probable scribal error of ‘Mabinogi’*® which properly refers to
only four stories, Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi or the Four Branches of the Mabinogi,
arguably the finest tales in the collection, each of which end with a similar closing
formula ‘and so ends this branch of the Mabinogi’."* Nonetheless Mabinogion is a
useful and convenient modern title which has remained in use since established and
popularised by the work of Lady Guest, who regarded the term as the plural of
Mabinogi. As ‘mab’ means ‘son’ or ‘boy’;*? ‘mabinogi’ is generally understood to refer
to the tales of a hero’s youthful exploits and some commentators such as Gruffydd have
concluded that, because he is the only character to occur in all four branches, the hero in
question is Pryderi.*® Opinion on this, however, is divided and ultimately inconclusive,
particularly as he is not a dominant character in the extant versions of these tales which
are populated with a wealth of often vividly yet carefully portrayed individuals. While

they can be perceived as independent narratives, as ‘branches’ the tales are linked

together and can thus be seen to operate as a unified whole, underpinned by themes such

’'S. Davies, The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, p. 9; S. Davies, ‘Mythology and the Oral Tradition:
Wales’, p. 786; P. Mac Cana, The Mabinogi, pp. 22-23; G.E. Jones, ‘Early Prose: The Mabinogi’, p. 191;
G. Jones and T. Jones, The Mabinogion, p. ix; M. Green and R. Howell, Celtic Wales, p.103; However,
Charles-Edwards and Sims-Williams concede that no precise date can be given: T.M. Charles-Edwards,
‘The Date of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p. 288; P. Sims-Williams, ‘The Submission of Irish
Kings in Fact and Fiction: Henry 11, Bendigeidfran and the Dating of The Four Branches of the
Mabinogi’, p. 61.

® Indeed, the author or redactor of Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi indicates that the tales are derived from
traditional story material at the close of branches two, three and four: S. Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 34,
46 and 64. See also, for example, P. Mac Cana, The Mabinogi, p. 52; G.E. Jones, ‘Early Prose: The
Mabinogi’, p. 201; C.A. McKenna, ‘The Theme of Sovereignty in Pwyll’, p. 52.

%S, Davies, ‘Mythology and the Oral Tradition: Wales’, pp. 786-787.

! G.E. Jones, ‘Early Prose: The Mabinogi’, p. 190; S. Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. xii-ix; S. Davies,
The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, p. 9; S. Davies, ‘Horses in the Mabinogion’, pp. 121-122; S. Davies,
‘Mythology and the Oral Tradition: Wales’, p. 786; G. Jones and T. Jones, The Mabinogion, pp. ix-X;
P.K. Ford, The Mabinogi and other Medieval Welsh Tales, p. 1; D. Johnston, The Literature of Wales, p.
17.

15, Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 46 and 64; see also pp. 21 and 34.

2ibid., p. ix; P. Mac Cana, The Mabinogi, p. 24; G. Jones and T. Jones, The Mabinogion, p. xii; D.
Johnston, The Literature of Wales, p. 17.

3 W.J. Gruffydd, Rhiannon. An inquiry into the First and Third Branches of the Mabinogi, p. 8; P.K.
Ford, The Mabinogi and other Medieval Welsh Tales, p. 3; P. Mac Cana, The Mabinogi, pp. 24-29.
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as friendship, loyalty, marriage, dishonour, adversity and feud, leading many scholars to
believe the four branches to be the work of a single author or redactor.** In contrast, the
remainder of the collection is compiled of separate, unrelated tales although again
portraying a wealth of distinctive characters and derived from oral storytelling

traditions.

In addition to Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi, the full Mabinogion collection also includes the
independent native Welsh tales of Breuddwyd Macsen Wledig, Cyfranc Lludd a
Llefelys, Breuddwyd Rhonabwy and Culhwch ac Olwen, the former of which are
pseudo-historical in nature and the latter of which is of particular importance as the
earliest extant tale of Arthur, preserving allusions to early Arthurian material now lost;
and the later Welsh Arthurian romances of Historia Peredur vab Efrawg, Owain or
Chwedl larlles y Ffynnon and Chwedl Geraint ab Erbin, which are also sources for the
Arthurian legend in Wales and parallel the late twelfth century French verse romances
of Chrétien de Troyes.® These diverse stories vary considerably in regard to content,
style, potential origins, date and possible authorship®® as well as characterisation, yet it
is not simply human characters that appear in these complex tales for they all, to
varying degrees, include specific animals as part of their narratives, with the exception
perhaps of Cyfranc Lludd a Llefelys where animals are only referred to in a more
general sense. The rest of the Mabinogion tales incorporate varied horses, swine, dogs,
deer, cows, enchanted mice and wolves, ants, bees, goats, sheep, salmon, snakes and
even lions into their narratives, as well as various birds including a starling, wren and

eagle as well as owls, ravens and hawks.

Indeed, throughout the narratives numerous animals, both real and enchanted, abound
and this study aims to explore in some depth the significance of such animals and birds
in the Mabinogion collection, attempting to discern why so many appear, what purposes
they may serve and how they affect both the characters and the overall narratives. On a
general level they appear to act as catalysts - making the tales more dynamic and
moving the plots and therefore also the characters forwards - by acting as messengers,
modes of transport, means of transformation and punishment and leaders into

otherworldy adventure, particularly via the hunt. Some animals, however, are more

1% See, for example, J.K. Bollard, ‘The Structure of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi’, p. 250; also P.
Mac Cana, The Mabinogi, pp. 28 and 32; W.J. Gruffydd, Rhiannon. An inquiry into the First and Third
Branches of the Mabinogi, p. 6.

155, Davies, The Mabinogion, p. xi; D. Johnston, The Literature of Wales, p. 23.

163, Davies, ‘Mythology and the Oral Tradition: Wales’, p. 786.
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predominant than others which will be reflected in the ensuing discussion, the most
prevalent being undoubtedly horses, dogs and swine as well as birds in general. Dogs
tend to appear primarily in the role of hunting animals and so it is primarily horses,
swine and birds which will be considered in-depth as they appear across several of the
tales, although other animals will of course be referred to where appropriate. While this
thesis intends to explore the role of animals in the Mabinogion tales primarily from a
literary viewpoint, considering their significance within the narratives themselves, it
will also consider, to some extent, how this portrayal may reflect the importance and
relevance of such animals to both the medieval and ancient Celts, although continuity

between historical periods cannot of course be assumed nor assessed with any certainty.

However, animals were undoubtedly important within both medieval Welsh and ancient
Celtic society. The religious ideas of the ancient Celts appear to have been animistic in
nature with a deep respect for the natural world including animals, and as such a great
deal of animal imagery and symbolism can be discerned in extant artwork, coinage and
iconography found across the Celtic world,*” including Romano-Celtic depictions of
animals alongside various possible deity figures such as the boar goddess Arduinna'®
and the horse goddess Epona.’® Furthermore, archaeological evidence indicates that
animals were involved in ceremonial activity in the form of ritual burials found at varied
locations such as at Danebury in Hampshire.?> On a more general level, however, it is
understood that the ancient Celts ‘depended on domestic beasts for their livelihood, on
wild creatures for hunting and on horses for warfare’,”* hence their lives were
inextricably connected to animals, a link which continued into medieval society.
Wendy Davies has noted that pastoral farming in Wales in the early Middle Ages
included ‘the rearing of sheep, cattle, pigs and occasionally goats... Oxen were kept for
ploughing, and as beasts of burden, as were asses occasionally; while horses more
usually appear to have been kept for the transport of persons rather than goods.’22

Hunting was also a significant activity in medieval Wales although not necessarily

primarily for food, as by the ‘eleventh century hunting... appears to have been an

" M. Green, Symbol and Image in Celtic Religious Art, pp. 131-133; M. Green, The Gods of the Celts,
pp. 167-168; M. Green, Animals in Celtic Life and Myth, p. 168.

¥ M.J. Green, ‘The Gods and the Supernatural’, p. 479; M. Green, Symbol and Image in Celtic Religious
Art, p. 132.

9'N. Chadwick, The Celts, p. 154; M. Green, Celtic Art, p. 148; M. Green, Symbol and Image in Celtic
Religious Art, p. 132.

%0 M. Green, Animals in Celtic Life and Myth, pp. 102-103; M. Green, The Gods of the Celts, p. 168.

L M. Green, Animals in Celtic Life and Myth, p. 3.

22 \W. Davies, Wales in the Early Middle Ages, p. 39.
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aristocratic pleasure’23 and interestingly in the third branch ‘hunting for pleasure is

* Hunting wild animals in the

explicitly distinguished from hunting for necessity.’?
Mabinogion is repeatedly connected with a magical or otherworldly encounter and it has
been demonstrated that the hunt is often a means by which to facilitate such an
adventure in medieval literature.”® The medieval distinction between wild and domestic
animals has been indicated by Joyce Salisbury, suggesting that the latter ‘as property...
afforded their owners labor, materials, and status’, with animals utilised in hunting and
warfare being the most valued.?® This is also demonstrated in the Mabinogion in the
predominance of both horses and hunting hounds throughout most of the tales, as is the
notion that in ‘both medieval law courts and some noble households, animals were

527

treated as humans’<* which can be discerned particularly in the third branch.

The importance of animals in both medieval Welsh society and earlier Celtic tradition is
reflected in various ways in the Mabinogion, particularly in the dominant pursuit of
hunting, the links between animals and the supernatural and perhaps also in the
seemingly respectful approach given to the animal world by the authors or redactors of
the tales. Indeed, Miranda Green suggests that the ‘earliest vernacular writings from
Ireland and Wales provide a wealth of mythology and tradition relating to animals,
endorsing the [ancient] Celtic attitude to the animal world that is implied by other
evidence’,?® furthermore stating that it ‘is clear from the stories that animals played a
large role in the Celtic consciousness, a role in which beasts were respected and not held
in low esteem.”” Thus the Mabinogion can also be seen as an important source for

Celtic animal lore and perceptions of animals.

While this thesis aims to cover the role of animals within the entire Mabinogion
collection, particular emphasis will be placed upon the earliest tales in the corpus, being
those of Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi and Culhwch ac Olwen, although other tales will of
course be referred to where relevant. The first three chapters, covering the principal
animals of ‘Horses’, ‘Swine’ and ‘Magical Birds and Other Enchanted Beasts’, will
include general depictions of these animals across several of the tales, along with an

exploration of relevant episodes in detail and discussions of the animals’ particular

2 ibid., p. 33.
ibid., p. 33.
%D H. Green, ‘The Pathway to Adventure’, pp. 185-186; See also M.J. Green, Celtic Myths, pp. 29-30.
% J.E. Salisbury, The Beast Within: Animals in the Middle Ages, pp. 7-27.
27 - :
ibid., p. ix.
%8 M. Green, Animals in Celtic Life and Myth, p. 162.
# ibid., p. 164.
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functions within the narratives, as well as considering the roles of enchantment, shape-
shifting and otherworldly activity as they relate to the animals in question, particularly
in chapter three. Joyce Salisbury has pointed to the general ‘late-medieval
preoccupation with half-human monsters and shape-shifting between humans and

*30 and it is clear that such human to animal shape-shifting is a significant

animals
recurring theme in the Mabinogion, particularly in the earliest tales, hence it requires
some consideration when assessing the role of animals in the tales as a whole. Such
discussions furthermore will also, where appropriate, touch upon the archaeological
evidence of these animals within earlier Celtic society as well as comparable
occurrences elsewhere in Celtic literature, particularly from Irish but also other Welsh
material, to both highlight and corroborate the importance and function of animals
within the Mabinogion tales. Such supporting background information on specific
Mabinogion animals will be a balance between that from medieval Wales, the
contemporary context of the literary composition of the tales; other medieval Celtic
literary sources; and the wider Celtic background, often considered to be ‘pagan’ in
character, which is threaded through the tales and supports the underlying folklore,
myth and legendary history upon which many aspects of these narratives were based,
providing traces of earlier Celtic ideas and beliefs including those related to animals

such as horses, swine and birds.

Other animals will be discussed in the fourth chapter, ‘The Oldest Animals: Folk Tale
Motifs’, whilst exploring the influence of international popular tale motifs upon the
Mabinogion in relation to its animals. It will focus primarily on the important and
widespread tradition of the oldest animals which can be perceived in the tale of
Culhwch ac Olwen, but will also discuss the occurrence of other animal motifs from
Stith Thompson’s Motif-Index of Folk-Literature, referring back to preceding chapters
where appropriate. The significance and usage of such international motifs within
medieval Welsh literature will also be considered along with their effects upon the
narratives in question, specifically upon the roles and importance of the animals found
within them. The study will then conclude with an appreciation of the overall
significance of the varied animals and birds found within the Mabinogion collection,
particularly horses, swine and birds, highlighting specifically their invaluable narrative

functions as catalysts.

% J.E. Salisbury, The Beast Within: Animals in the Middle Ages, p. 8.
12



CHAPTER ONE: Horses in the Mabinogion

Perhaps the most predominant animal within the entire Mabinogion collection is the
horse, appearing in ten of the eleven tales." Horses occur primarily as means of
transportation and hunting although they also function as an important aspect of battle
where fighting on horseback takes place. They play a particularly significant role in the
narratives of Rhiannon and Branwen in Pedeir Keinc y Mabinogi as well as in Culhwch
ac Olwen and Historia Peredur vab Efrawg. Horses can also be seen as playing an
important role in the narrative structure, particularly in Breuddwyd Rhonabwy and at
times are vividly described. Sioned Davies has suggested that these descriptions ‘are
highly formulaic’ and that such formulae are an ‘integral part of oral prose narrative’,
for whilst written, these tales were composed primarily for oral delivery.? She further
suggests that the correspondences between the descriptions of horses ‘suggest that the
authors were drawing on a well-established narrative technique which could be

% Such descriptions may

elaborated or modified to suit particular circumstances.’
include the rider, the type of horse and varied adjectives detailing colour, size, gait and
spirit such as the ‘shiny black, wide-nostrilled, swift-moving palfrey with a pace steady

and stately, sure-footed and lively’* found in Peredur.

The relatively few descriptive passages relating to human appearance make those of the
horses particularly stand out, but what ‘particular circumstances’ inspired the
authors/redactors of these medieval tales to convey such lively descriptions of their
character’s mounts? In a more generalised context of animals in the Middle Ages,
Joyce Salisbury suggests that horses were the ‘highest-status animals’ and that animals,
as a form of property, were used to ‘enhance the status of their owners’, with colouring
and general appearance reflecting either poorly or positively upon them.> Descriptions
of horses in the Mabinogion, then, ranging from a ‘black-hoofed, high-headed’® or “fine
black gascon horse... with a saddle of beechwood’’ to a ‘lean, sweaty’® or even

‘scraggy horse’® are perhaps meant to convey to the reader or listener something about

! Excepting only Cyfranc Lludd a Llefelys where animals do not feature other than insects and a general
reference to all animals.

2'S. Davies, ‘Horses in the Mabinogion’, p. 123.

*ibid., p. 123.

*S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 95.

% J.E. Salisbury, The Beast Within: Animals in the Middle Ages, pp. 21-22.

® Breuddwyd Rhonabwy - S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 224.

” Owain or Chwedl larlles y Ffynnon - ibid., p. 133.

® Historia Peredur vab Efrawg - ibid., p. 78.

% Historia Peredur vab Efrawg - ibid., p. 101.
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the status of their owners or riders. The importance of rank and status in the
Mabinogion can be clearly discerned in the initial exchange between Pwyll and Arawn
in the first branch, the emphasis placed on which may be underscored by the difference
in the quality of their horses — Pwyll’s is not even mentioned, merely assumed, while
Arawn’s mount is described as a ‘large dapple-grey horse’™® with emphasis, perhaps, on
the ‘large’ to indicate his higher rank. The idea of horses denoting rank is made more
explicit in Peredur in the marked difference between his ‘untidy’** horse and the steeds
of Arthur’s knights. Indeed, it has been suggested that medieval literature depicts ‘the
increased preoccupation with a horse’s appearance as a sign of status’, such as in
Beowulf where their trappings become more significant than the horses themselves.
Within the Mabinogion the distinctive horse colourings and trappings in Breuddwyd
Rhonabwy and the later romances certainly distinguish their riders, suggestive of their
status and perhaps also their possible aggressiveness such as the fearsome black knights
of Owain, for a horse’s spirit is ‘often conveyed by the movement of the animal, which
in turn reflects the hero’s own temperament’.’* Such attributes as ‘high-spirited,
impatient’™ or ‘bold-paced’™ may, then, say much about the personalities of their

riders.

Colour, the ‘most striking and obvious characteristic’,"® is perhaps the most significant
aspect of the descriptions of the horses, for whenever ‘horses are described in the tales,
then a colour term follows almost without fail’.'” This is particularly noteworthy in
Chwedl Geraint ab Erbin and Breuddwyd Rhonabwy, the latter of which describes a
variety of brightly coloured horses including red, black and white, yellow and green and
dapple-grey, often with their legs from the ‘kneecaps downwards’*® being a different
colour to their bodies. Such fantastic colourings may perhaps be explained by the fact
that they are seen in a dream, although it has been argued that the tale does present ‘an
account of knights and horses with a firm basis in reality’."® It is clearly stated at the
close of the tale that ‘no one knows the dream — neither poet nor storyteller — without a

book, because of the number of colours on the horses, and the many unusual colours

1 ibid., p. 3.

U ibid., p. 68,

12 J.E. Salisbury, The Beast Within: Animals in the Middle Ages, p. 23.
35, Davies, ‘Horses in the Mabinogion’, p. 127.

4 Chwedl Geraint ab Erbin - S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 177.

15 Chwedl Geraint ab Erbin - ibid., p. 168.

163, Davies, ‘Horses in the Mabinogion’, p. 125.

7 ibid., p. 125.

185, Davies, The Mabinogion, pp. 215; 216; 219.

9 M. Giffin, ‘The Date of the “Dream of Rhonabwy””, p. 34.
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both on the armour and the trappings’,20

indicating the importance of such colourful
horses to the structure of the tale which perhaps signify the statuses of their often
unnamed riders. The importance of horse colour is also highlighted in a Welsh treatise
on horses dating to the sixteenth century which details how ‘to choose a horse by his
colour’, listing horses by colours such as dapple-grey and white with their appropriate
corresponding characteristics.” While horse colouring may imply ‘prestige and status’,
particularly the rarer hues, in ‘some cases the colour may well have a symbolic
significance, t00’.>> The horses of Arawn and Rhiannon in the first branch, for
example, may denote the otherworldly origins of their owners. Dapple-grey, the colour
of Arawn’s mount can be compared to the colour of horses often ridden by fairies in
both Welsh legends and later ballads and folk tales from England,® while Rhiannon’s

»24

horse is white, a colour often used as a ‘marker’*” to ‘indicate the shift between the real

world and the otherworld.”®

Rhiannon’s initial, rather iconic appearance riding ‘a big, tall, pale-white horse’,®
suggests her regal status and presents her as somewhat mysterious, elusive and
otherworldly, particularly as she manifests in response to Pwyll seating himself upon
Gorsedd Arberth where local superstition states that a nobleman will either be
‘wounded or injured, or else he will see something wonderful.”?” Her large horse of
otherworldly hue is central to this ‘wonderful’ appearance and her first meeting with
Pwyll, magically transporting her into his realm while demonstrating her competent
riding skills. Rhiannon and her horse present more than just a visual wonder, however,
for Pwyll’s men, try as they may, cannot catch up with her despite the fact that anyone
‘who saw it would think that the horse had a slow, steady pace’.28 Over the course of
three evenings she appears and is pursued in some detail; firstly on foot and the court’s
fastest steed, the swiftest known in the realm, then on the fastest horse of the field, yet
no matter how each horse was spurred, ‘the further she drew away’®® effortlessly,

although her ‘pace was no faster than before.* Pwyll thoughtfully discerns that ‘there

?0'S. Davies, The Mabinogion, p. 226.

21 C. O’Raphilly, ‘A Welsh Treatise on Horses’, pp. 145-149.
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is some magical explanation here’,* hinting at the supernatural aspect of Rhiannon’s
character as well as her horse’s gait, which may be linked to the time distortion which
often occurs in otherworldly journeys and adventures.* Finally Pwyll himself follows

on his own ‘spirited, prancing horse’,*® thinking ‘at the second leap or the third he

would catch up with her’,** yet suffers the same defeat until he calls out for her to wait,
upon which she assertively replies ‘I will wait gladly... and it would have been better
for the horse if you had asked me that a while ago!’35 Horses, then, are an important
catalyst in their relationship, enabling Rhiannon to engineer their meeting in such a way
that Pwyll has to physically pursue her and even begin their first conversation which,
conducted on horseback, sets the tone for their subsequent encounters. The horses
involved in this meeting further signify the author/redactor’s understanding of

horsemanship®® and significantly add to the lively pace of this memorable portion of the

tale.

The equine symbolism which continues to pervade Rhiannon’s story to an extent is also
evident during her later punishment for supposed infanticide of being forced to act like a
horse, sitting by the mounting block and offering to carry visitors to the court on her
back, although ‘rarely’®” does anyone actually take up her offer. Such symbolism is
further demonstrated in the circumstances surrounding the supernatural abduction and
subsequent recovery of her new born son; he is discovered in the stable of Teyrnon
whose mare, the most handsome horse in his kingdom, foals every May eve yet her
offspring mysteriously vanish. Resolving to discover the fate of his foals, Teyrnon’s
ensuing vigil finds him battling a mysterious claw attempting to steal the new born foal.
Slicing off part of the claw he discovers not only his foal but also a baby boy, whom he
rears with his wife. The boy grows unusually rapidly and shows such interest in the
horses that he is gifted with the one born on May eve. His true identity is then
discovered and riding his own horse he is restored to Rhiannon, so ending her
punishment. Horse symbolism can also be glimpsed in the nature of her later

imprisonment in the third branch which links her tale together.

L ibid., p. 9.

%2 1n the Mabinogion this can be compared, for example, with the journey to Ysbaddaden’s castle in
Culhwch ac Olwen.
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*ibid., p. 10.

% ibid., p. 10.

% C.A. McKenna, ‘The Theme of Sovereignty in Pwyll’, p. 41.
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16



The horse elements of Rhiannon’s tale have led commentators such as Anwyl and
Gruffydd® to see parallels between Rhiannon and the Celtic horse goddess Epona,
attempting to explain some of the equine associations inherent in her tale. However,
this remains a matter of interesting conjecture with little but speculation, however
convincing, to prove such theories.®*® Rhiannon’s horse symbolism does work on a
narrative level nonetheless, with her magical white horse indicating not only her regal
and otherworldly status but also acting as a catalyst enabling her meeting with Pwyill.
In addition, the missing foals are a catalyst to the recovery of her son and the nature of
horses also figure in her punishments. Rhiannon herself also acts as something of a
catalyst to Pwyll, steering his impetuosity towards the good sense his name implies,*
which all stems from their initial meeting on horseback. Thus it is clear that horses play
a significant role in the first branch, acting as plot devices that enhance the narrative,

adding tension, pace and at times a supernatural element.

Magical horses can also be seen elsewhere in the Mabinogion such as that belonging to
Iddog son of Mynio in Breuddwyd Rhonabwy, which has the curious ability to control
distance with its breath: as ‘the horse breathed out, the men moved further away from
him; but as he breathed in, they came closer to him, right to the horse’s chest’.** This
ability ensures that Rhonabwy converses with Iddog and travels with him to meet
Arthur and is again indicative of magical ability and the distortion of time and distance
often associated with the Otherworld, comparable to Rhiannon’s horse.  Other
potentially enchanted steeds include ‘Gwyn Myngddwn’, meaning ‘White Dark
Mane’* who is ‘as swift as a wave’® and ‘Du’ meaning ‘Black’, ** the acquisition of
whom form part of the impossible seeming tasks required to win the giant’s daughter in
Culhwch and allow Ysbaddaden to be slain. The need for these miraculously swift
horses also demonstrates the fast, ferocious nature of the boar they are required to help
hunt and whilst Arthur gathers ‘every choice steed’® to assist, it is Mabon riding Gwyn

Myngddwn who manages to snatch the required razor from between the boar’s ears;

%8 W.J. Gruffydd, Rhiannon. An inquiry into the First and Third Branches of the Mabinogi, pp. 67
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hence this swift horse also enables another task to be partially fulfilled, helping bring
the tale to its conclusion. Arthur’s own mount is named as Llamrei, meaning ‘Grey or
Swift Leaper’, interestingly a mare rather than a warhorse*® although she enables four of
Arthur’s injured men to be born away from the cave of the Very Black Witch during

another task, indicating her reliable capability and suggesting her great size.

Though unnamed, horses form a central part of the narrative of the second branch where
they form a significant pivot upon which the tale turns. Following the marriage of
Matholwch and Branwen his horses are billeted in ‘every region as far as the sea’.
Upon enquiring who these horses belong to, Efnysien learns of his sister’s marriage and
is insulted at not being consulted, although apparently present at Matholwch’s arrival.

He declares

‘Is that what they have done with such a fine maiden, and my sister at that, given
her away without my permission? They could not have insulted me more,” he said.
Then he went for the horses, and cut their lips to the teeth, and their ears down to
their heads, and their tales to their backs; and where he could get a grip on the
eyelids, he cut them to the bone. And in that way he maimed the horses, so that
they were no good for anything.*®

This rather startling insult to the Irish king, particularly after his marriage to Branwen,
creates a great deal of tension within the tale which is only temporarily diffused by
Bendigeidfran distancing himself from Efnysien’s actions and offering suitable
compensation, primarily in the form of Matholwch’s kingly honour-price and new
horses, although additionally giving him a magical cauldron with regenerative powers.

The horses ‘were handed over to him, so long as there were tame horses to give’,* after

which foals are taken from another area called Talebolion from then on’,” attempting
an onomastic explanation®! based on the horse theme. The mutilation of the horses is an
international folk tale motif and its use here indicates the importance of both horses and
honour, in addition to setting up the plot for the remainder of the tale, for during
Branwen’s second year of marriage ‘there was a murmuring of dissatisfaction in Ireland
because of the insult that Matholwch had received in Wales, and the disgrace he had
suffered regarding his horses’.>> This leads to Branwen being punished for the matter
until she eventually sends word home and a devastating war ensues, after which only

seven men return to Britain. As high status animals horses clearly play an integral role
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in the ‘unforgivable insult... promoting the catastrophic hostility between Britain and

Ireland’,> demonstrating their significance to the narrative structure.

During the third branch horses only explicitly appear at the close of the tale where a
priest rides ‘a well-equipped horse’ and Llwyd attempts to exchange ‘seven horses’ for
the thieving mouse Manawydan has caught,>* so demonstrating their desirability and
value. However, their presence is repeatedly implied in relation to saddle-making and
the varied episodes of hunting. The oldest form of hunting was with hounds and
mounted hunters®® and certainly dogs are a recurring feature of hunting practices in the
Mabinogion, even during the enchantment of the third branch when in theory only ‘wild

animals’>®

remained. We can perhaps, then, also assume the presence of horses at many
of the hunts, even when not clearly depicted. Indeed, in Breuddwyd Macsen Wledig
horses are not described in the opening hunting episode which leads to Maxen’s dream,
yet the emperor’s palfrey is mentioned on their journey home, confirming their
presence. Furthermore, in the fourth branch we are told that Gronw’s hunting party
consisted of hounds, huntsmen and ‘a band of men of foot’,”’ suggesting that the main
huntsmen were indeed mounted riders. This particular hunt is also the catalyst for

Gronw and Blodeuedd to meet and commit adultery and attempted murder.

In the same tale Gwydion ‘conjured up twelve stallions™® with saddles and bridles and
accompanying hounds with leashes in order to convince Pryderi to exchange his pigs.
The enchantment only lasts one night, however, resulting in a war killing many ‘men,
and their horses’.”® After raising Lleu so ‘he could ride every horse’, Gwydion also
tricks Aranrhod into arming Lleu who was ‘pining for horses and weapons’,60 S0
illustrating the significance of acquiring arms and a mount in the maturation of a hero
which can also be discerned in Peredur. As an integral part of warfare, ‘no one dared

% to the young Peredur whose mother was anxious to shield him from

mention horses
the dangers of battles and tournaments. Perhaps inevitably he meets some of Arthur’s

knights and aspires to become one himself, taking a pack horse and forming a makeshift
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saddle and trappings in imitation of the knights, indicative of the noble status he wishes
to acquire. The immature and somewhat ridiculous nature of his poorly-conceived new
image is underlined, however, when he enters Arthur’s hall ‘on a bony, dapple-grey nag
with its untidy, slovenly trappings’,®® appearing in stark contrast not only to the knights
but also to other heroes in the Mabinogion, notably Culhwch, of whom this image may
63 »64

be a parody.”™ Peredur is told his ‘horse and weapons are too untidy’™" to be a knight,
again suggesting the power of status implied by great horses, but his humble mount
nonetheless marks the beginnings of his journey. Ultimately he receives a horse,
weapons and instruction from one of the witches of Caerloyw whom he was fated to

Kill.

Contrasting with the image of Peredur is the elaborate description of Culhwch, centring
on ‘a steed with a gleaming grey head, four winters old, well-jointed stride, shell-like
hoofs, and a tubular gold bridle-bit in its mouth, with a precious gold saddle’.®® This
image of ‘the youthful hero par excellence... is conveyed by a telling sequence of
association: horse, weapons, dogs, mantle, and foot-gear’;>® personal description is
superfluous as the quality and youth of the horse imply much. Furthermore his ‘steed’s
four hoofs would cut out four clods, like four swallows in the air above him, sometimes
in front of him, sometimes behind him’,%” additionally enhancing his vivid description.
Proceeding to make a ‘brash and aggressive’® entrance at court, Culhwch rides straight
into the hall rather than dismounting first, ‘contrary to royal custom and all the canons

of good behaviour’,*® yet making a bold statement of which his horse is an integral part.

Horses are again indicative of status and character in Geraint, whose horse was ‘a
willow-grey colt, enormous in size... The horse was tall and stately, swift and lively,
with a short steady step’.”® Geraint meets with Gwenhwyfar and one of her maidens
whose presence alone in the forest is explained by the lack of horses’ left in the stable

after they overslept on the morning of the stag hunt. They then encounter

A dwarf riding a big, sturdy horse, powerful, wide-nostrilled, ground-devouring,
courageous, and in the dwarf’s hand there was a whip. Near the dwarf they could
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see a woman on a horse, pale-white and handsome with pace smooth and stately,
and she was dressed in a garment of brocaded silk. And close to her a knight on a
great, muddy charger, with heavy, shining armour on him and his horse. And they
were sure that they had never seen a man and horse and armour whose size
impressed them more "

This is surely among the most vivid descriptions of horses in the Mabinogion, clearly
setting out the differences between the riders and indicating that the dwarf, controlling
such a large horse, is not to be under-estimated. The differing status of all the
characters becomes further apparent when the dwarf strikes both Gwenhwyfar’s maiden
and Geraint for attempting to speak with the knight as their ‘status is not high
enough’.” Once again, this meeting on horseback becomes the catalyst for further
adventures, as do the horseback meetings of Pwyll with both Arawn and Rhiannon.
There are several other detailed horse descriptions in Geraint including ‘even-paced,

high-spirited but manageable’,”* often demonstrating the ‘attributes conforming to the

- 75
virtues of a good horse.’

The notion of good horses further arises in Owain where Cynon is given a ‘dark-brown
palfrey with a bright red mane on him, as red as lichen’, so good he ‘would not
exchange it for the best palfrey in the Island of Britain’.’® He receives this favoured
horse after his own mount is taken by a black knight on a ‘pure black horse’,”” the first
of many such fights on horseback which are a recurring theme throughout this tale.
When Owain becomes the new black knight he fights all Arthur’s retinue in turn on
horseback, culminating with Gwalchmai whom he battles for three days in fairly
detailed description. Ultimately these fights restore Owain to Arthur’s company but
result in him leaving the Countess of the Fountain. He is later berated for this by a
maiden ‘on a bay horse with a curly mane that reached the ground’,’® triggering the next
stage of Owain’s adventures. Horses in this tale, then, can be viewed as catalysts for
change based on their integral roles in the unfolding action, where they provide both a
means of transportation and a method of fighting, comparable to the first branch where
Pwyll both meets Rhiannon and fights Hafgan on horseback. Owain also gives us the

rather graphic image of a horse being severed in two by a portcullis, leaving Owain
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trapped.” This strange aspect of the tale, however, significantly furthers the narrative
by bringing about Owain’s first meeting with Luned. She not only gives him a magic
ring of invisibility enabling his escape but continues to aid him, particularly in his

pursuit of the Lady of the fountain.

Horses clearly play an integral part in the Mabinogion tales, particularly in relation to
hunting, fighting and travel, allowing both male and female characters to move about in
furtherance of their own schemes, with female riders noted in several tales including all
three romances. They also, however, feature in other ways such as when ‘the stamping
of the horses’®® and other noises act as a catalyst waking the emperor Maxen from his
dream of Elen. They also provide the important means of conveying messengers to the
emperor once Elen is found in reality, the urgency of which is demonstrated by the fact
that as “their horses failed, they left them behind and bought new ones’,®! additionally
signifying the wealth of the emperor. In Breuddwyd Rhonabwy, a tale which
‘dramatically evokes the sense of horsemen rushing to and fro’,% a mounted horse is
‘struck on its nostrils’ as a way of stopping the rider to both reprove him for splashing
water over Arthur and to offer ‘advice’ on the matter.®® Finally, in Geraint's tale he
demonstrates his continued prowess by overcomes a series of mounted knights,
whereupon he gives the increasing numbers of horses to Enid to drive in front of her as

part of his efforts to test her love.

Elsewhere in medieval Welsh manuscripts horses also feature in poetry, notably in Y
Gododdin where warriors fight on horseback, Canu y Meirch and works by the Poets of
the Princes. Horses in the latter carry messages or even the poets themselves to their
loves®* and are a strong feature in poems praising their patrons where they are both

8 indicative of munificence and wealth and eager warhorses

‘prestigious objects
symbolizing ‘their owners’ military might’, the most esteemed qualities of which are
‘swiftness and spiritedness’.®® Horses are also referred to in detail in poems requesting

them as gifts from patrons including Cistercian abbots, often specifying ‘colour or
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temperament or pedigree’®” and they also feature strongly in Trioedd Ynys Prydein (The
Triads of the Island of Britain). Dating in extant form from the thirteenth century
onwards®® yet clearly comprising fragments of earlier tradition, the triads contain a
distinct group known as Trioedd y Meirch or the triads of the horses, listing ‘the names
of horses belonging to the traditional heroes’, many of which have fabulous
characteristics.®® Interestingly, the ‘horses’ names are all of a descriptive nature’*® and
‘most frequently give their colours’,®® again indicating the importance of this
characteristic as demonstrated in the Mabinogion where horse colours recur although
horse names are rare, only featuring in Culhwch in the form of Llamrei, Gwyn
Myngddwn and Du who also feature in Trioedd y Meirch.** The triad of the three
bestowed horses also alludes to the pale yellow horse of Lleu, perhaps recording an
additional or variant detail of his acquisition of arms to that seen in the fourth branch.*
Throughout the triads horses are presented with a ‘status equivalent to that of their

> 94

masters’,” emphasising the prestige of horses and suggesting ‘the close bond between

the warrior and his steed’.*

In Irish literature horses are frequently described as ‘the companions of warriors’ whose
‘warlike attributes and physical prowess were often described in as much detail as their
human counterparts’.?® Such detailed descriptions can be seen in the Tain B6 Cuailnge,
Bricriu’s Feast and The Wooing of Etain®’ and are comparable with descriptions in the
Welsh tales. Swift horses also feature® and ‘Fantastically coloured horses are a regular
feature of the happy Celtic Otherworld’.*® Irish tradition furthermore records how
Macha was forced to act like a horse (cf. Rhiannon) by racing those of the king, even

though heavily pregnant,’® while The Grey of Macha and The Black of Saingliu®*®* are
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born at the same time as Cu Chulainn and gifted to him while still a young boy,
comparable to Pryderi and the foal. Hence the roles of horses are not dissimilar to those
in Welsh tradition.

Horses were undoubtedly significant creatures at the time the Mabinogion tales were
recorded in medieval Wales and indeed the triads indicate ‘the honourable and
important role played by the horse in all aspects of medieval life’.*** Furthermore the
law texts, Cyfraith Hywel, feature references to horses ‘scattered throughout’ in varied

contexts, including the tractate on the ‘Value of Wild and Tame’ which offers ‘direct

information about different kinds of horse’.’® Extant poetry also indicates that ‘the

wealthiest members of Welsh society had been breeding horses for many centuries’'%*

and selective horse breeding in the Middle Ages not only led to increasingly stronger
and larger horses but also those with distinctive features and characteristics, including

temperament, that would enhance the status of their owners.'® Further in the Celtic past

horses also ‘quite clearly, had a very special significance’,'®® with riding thought to

have been ‘prestigious’ and horsemen ‘people of high status’.*®”  Horses moreover

»108

played ‘a major role in Celtic culture and religion’™" and Epona, always depicted with a

horse, is thought to have been a widely revered horse goddess whose name is derived
from the Celtic word for horse.’® There is also ‘substantial evidence for ritual

*110 gych as horse burials'**

associated with horses and horse symbolism in artwork and
iconography, including stone reliefs and bronze statues found throughout the ancient

Celtic world."? In all, the ‘evidence of literature and archaeology point to the high
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status accorded to horses in Celtic society’ which is reflected to an extent in the

Mabinogion.

Horses clearly play a dominant role in the Mabinogion tales. They provide a means of
transportation for the characters and their messengers, play a significant role in hunting
as well as combat and form part of crucial meetings. They can be perceived as an
integral and dynamic aspect of narrative style and structure, helping to maintain the
motion of the plot and often having pivotal roles such as in the mutilation of the horses,
a situation which has many consequences and brings out the true natures of several
characters including Bran and Matholwch. Horses are also seen as desirable
possessions, particularly in the gift exchanges between Pwyll and Arawn in the first
branch and furthermore their descriptions in the form of appearance (notably colour),
spirit and trappings often convey something significant regarding their riders,
particularly linked to status and temperament. Indeed, ‘the horse reflects the dual
qualities of the hero himself — both his prowess and his generosity’, especially as horses
are often exchanged as gifts.'** Therefore the higher quality horses may indicate far
more than just higher status. The role of horses is clearly important in these medieval
tales which also hint at their deeper significance in both medieval Welsh and ancient

Celtic society.
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CHAPTER TWO: Swine in the Mabinogion

Swine are a significant feature of the Mabinogion, particularly in Pedeir Keinc y
Mabinogi where they play an important role in the tales of both Pryderi and Gwydion,
but they are most predominant perhaps in the oldest narrative of the corpus, Culhwch ac
Olwen. The main protagonist of the tale, Culhwch, is the most closely associated
character with these animals due to the nature of his birth for his mother, Goleuddydd,

lived wild during her pregnancy and gave birth in or near a pig sty:

from the hour she became pregnant she went mad, and did not go near any
dwelling. When her time came, her senses returned to her. This happened in a
place w