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Gwalchmai] The Figure of Gawain in Medieval Welsh
Literature: Gwalchmai
Natalia Petrovskaia

Gawain is one of the most famous knights of the
Arthurian legend and features in most of the medieval
Arthurian romances. In medieval Welsh literature,
under the name of Gwalchmai, this character appears in
all six of the surviving medieval tales concerning
Arthur. Five of these tales are usually printed together
in the collection known under the modern title
Mabinogion.! These texts are Culhwch ac Olwen
‘Culhwch and Olwen’, Breudwyt Rhonabwy ‘The
Dream of Ronabwy’, Ystoria Gereint vab Erbin ‘The
Story of Gereint son of Erbin’, Chwedl larlles y
Ffynnon ‘The Tale of the Lady of the Fountain’, and
Historia Peredur fab Efrawc ‘History of Peredur son of
Efrog’. To these should be added the Ystorya Tristan
‘Story of Tristan’, which survives in fragments only.

The status of the character within the Arthurian
court is a matter of particular interest. As the king’s
nephew, according to Welsh law Gwalchmai could be
either the king’s heir (known as edling), or the chieftain
of the king’s warband (known as penteulu). It is
therefore particularly striking that Gwalchmai’s status
in Arthur’s court does not appear to be the same in all
of the texts. For the purposes of the study of
Gwalchmai’s status in the court, the first two texts can
be dismissed since they do no more than name him. My
research on the subject of Gwalchmai’s status in the
remaining four texts has yielded the following results:
while in Gereint and Ystorya Tristan is clearly fulfilling
the function of penteulu (and indeed is called that in
Gereint), in Owein he appears to be edling, while the
eponymous hero of the tale, Owain, becomes Arthur’s
penteulu. 2 Finally, the tale of Peredur poses an

! The most recent translation is S. Davies, trans., The
Mabinogion (Oxford, 2007).

2 For an early version of my arguments on this subject, see
‘Edling or Penteulu? Ambiguities in the Status of Gwalchmai,



interesting problem. Due to differences between the
versions of this text preserved in the different
manuscripts, it seems to belong to both traditions. In
the text preserved in Aberystwyth, National Library of
Wales manuscripts Peniarth 7 and 14, Gwalchmai is
penteulu, while the versions preserved in the Red Book
of Hergest (Oxford, Jesus College 111) and the White
Book of Rhydderch (Aberystwyth, National Library of
Wales Peniarth 4 and 5) depict him, as in Owein, as
edling. It thus appears that there are two separate
traditions concerning Gwalchmai, Arthur’s nephew,
surviving in medieval Welsh literature: one depicts him
as Arthur’s heir, the edling, while the other depicts him
as the chief of Arthur’s warband, penteulu.
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