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An Academic investigation into the fourth branch of the Mabinogion and the characterisation of Gwyendion, Math and their respective uses of Magic
[bookmark: _Hlk89816489]The Mabanogi, commonly referred to as the Mabinogion, is a collection of Medieval Welsh prose that first appeared in the White Book of Rhydderch and the Red Book of Hergast[footnoteRef:1]. The  suggested date range of these texts vary in span, with the Red Book of Hergest being dated to around the 14th and 15th centuries[footnoteRef:2] and the White Book of Rhydderch being dated during the 14th century[footnoteRef:3]. While these texts existed for many years in manuscript form, it was not until the mid-19th century that the Mabinogion was translated into English and printed into modern book format[footnoteRef:4]. This led to multiple subsequent translations, with the most recent being the 2007 Sioned Davies translation from Oxford University Press. It is from this translation that the given extract was taken. The extract in question appears on pages 54 and 55 of Sioned Davies’ 2007 translation of the text and this represents a section of the fourth branch of the Mabinogion. It tells the story of the sorcerers Math, son of Mathonwy and his nephew Gwyendion[footnoteRef:5]. While the fourth branch is concerned with the stated characters, it does not consist of one single tale but seems to  be divided into three self-contained stories. The first story is about how Gwydion obtained pigs for Math and the subsequent fallout from his actions[footnoteRef:6]; the second story, in which Lleu is betrayed by his wife and subsequently takes revenge on Blodeuwedd and Gronw[footnoteRef:7]; and the story that this essay is focused on; the story of Gwyendion, his nephew and the breaking of the many curses that were placed on him[footnoteRef:8]. To someone unfamiliar with the text, observing the names and subjects of the stories contained in the fourth branch of the Mabinogion, the name of the tale of Gwydion and his nephew seems to share limited connection with Math son of Mathonwy. However, in the tale of Math being tricked by his nephew, Gwyendion, the latter acts as a sort of Merlin figure, whilst also being responsible for the events of the story in which he obtained the pigs for Math. Furthermore, his part in the violation of Goewin in that story, combined with his deceit concerning his suggestion to Math as who should be his new foot holder, form the driving motivation behind the events of that story. This is because the candidate he suggested, his sister Arianhod, was not a virgin and was thus unfit for the position. [1:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) p. IX]  [2:  Charles-Edwards. (1980). ‘The Scribes of the Red Book of Hergest’. Cylchgrawn Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru, 21(3), p. 252]  [3:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) p. IX]  [4:  ibid]  [5:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) pp. 47-64]  [6:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) pp. 47-54]  [7:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) pp. 59-64]  [8:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) pp.54-59] 

 The story of Gwyendion and his nephew, as mentioned above, is the focus for study for this given extract. The extract talks about Math testing the virginity of Arianhod, who Gwyendion suggested should fulfil the role of Math’s foot holder [footnoteRef:9]. This is significant because Math’s foot holder needed to be a virgin, otherwise Math would die [footnoteRef:10]. This passage of the Mabinogion is also significant because it paints Gwyendion as more of a malevolent trickster than in the previous tales, for instance when Gwyendion uses his magic to obtain the pigs for Math. In this tale he is portrayed as someone who uses their skill, wit, and magic to help obtain the pigs that had newly been introduced to Wales for Math. Gwyendion is able to obtain these pigs though using his magic to conjure a dozen horses, hounds and shields to trick the owner of the pigs, Pryderi[footnoteRef:11]. This is a clear example of Gwyendion using his magic for evil or dubious purposes. While Gwyendion is successful in this venture, and his actions originated from a place of familial loyalty and benevolence, this does not mean that these actions went unpunished. When Pryderi discovered he had been tricked, he started “assembling twenty-one canntrefs”[footnoteRef:12]  to wage war against Math’s kingdom of Gwynedd. This shows that Gwyendion did receive consequences for his actions and therefore had to face punishment for his misdeeds. This outcome is in contrast with Math’s use of magic in the given extract, as he uses his magical powers to reveal the truth about Arianhod’s status as a virgin. This demonstrates a clear contrast between Math and Gwyendion, since Gwyendion uses his magic to hide the truth and deceive people, whereas Math uses his magic to show the truth, as demonstrated in the quote “then he took out his magic wand and bent it. ‘Step over this,’ he said, ‘and if you are a virgin I shall know’” [footnoteRef:13]. This demonstrates that Math’s magic reveals the truth, whereas Gwyendion’s magic deceives Pryderi into exchanging the cows for the conjured horses, dogs, and shields[footnoteRef:14]. However, Gwyendion’s deception originated from a place of benevolence, as he only used magic to deceive Pryderi, as Gwyendion had assured Math that his plan would not fail, and he would return with pigs[footnoteRef:15].  [9:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) pp. 54-55]  [10:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) pp. 47]  [11:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) pp.48-50]  [12:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) p.50]  [13:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) p. 54]  [14:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’’ (oxford, 2007) p. 49]  [15:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) p. 48] 

This kind-heartedness is echoed later in the given extract by Math himself through the fact that when Arianhod stepped over his magic wand she magically gave birth to a son while she fled. Following this, Math had the child baptised and named him Dylan [footnoteRef:16]. Math’s acts of compassion in this extract are similarly mirrored in Gwyedion’s own actions towards the second small boy left by Arianhod after she stepped over Math’s magic wand [footnoteRef:17]. This contradicts the actions that Gwyendion undertook in the tale of the pigs, as due to his actions in relation to the second small boy Gwyendion is redeemed and his intentions are wholly good. This is shown by the fact that throughout the section of the fourth branch that occurs after Math tests Arianhod’s virginity in which Gwyendion takes care of the second small boy that resulted from the “small something” Arianhod dropped as she was fleeing the room in shame[footnoteRef:18]. Following this Gwyendion adopted the boy once he (the boy) had grown from the something on the floor and arranged for him to nursed by a local woman [footnoteRef:19]. This above information is presented in the given source. Further on in the fourth branch Gwyendion takes the child to see Arianhod, its mother. This was the first time she had met or even learnt of the child [footnoteRef:20]. As a result of her shame due to the child’s bastard status, she placed a multitude of curses on the child such as the child not being able to have a name until she named him; he wasn’t able to have weapons unless she gave them to him; and he would never be able to have a human wife [footnoteRef:21]. These curses were broken for the child with the help of Gwyendion through his use of wit, deceit and his magic. This links to the first section of the fourth branch in which Gwyendion used the same tactics to deceive Pryderi into giving him pigs. These actions mirror each other as in all the named occasions, Gwyendion uses his skills in charism and his magic to deceive people. Furthermore, these actions, although the actions themselves are evil, they spawn from an altruistic place and work to serve the greater good.  [16:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) p. 54]  [17:  Sioned Davis ‘The Mabinogion’ (oxford, 2007) p.52]  [18:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) p.54]  [19:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) p. 55]  [20:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) p. 55]  [21:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) pp.55-58] 

Math’s characterisation in the fourth branch is further developed by exploring his Christianity. While it is never specifically mentioned in the fourth branch that Math is a Christian, it is heavily implied through his emphasis on baptising Dylan[footnoteRef:22]. This would line up with Math’s upstanding moral character as the modern perception of Christianity is that it take a high level of morals to be seen as a good Christian and it is therefore logical to assume that this was the case in medieval wales. These high levels of morality is emphasised with the speed at the which Math says he will have Dylan baptised as it is the first thing said in relation to the Dylan. This interaction can be seen in the quote “’Well’, said Math… ‘I will have this one baptized. I will call him Dylan’” [footnoteRef:23]. This shows that Math is a moral king who was focused on the moral safeguarding of his citizens.  [22:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) p.54]  [23:  Sioned Davis. ‘The Mabinogion’ (Oxford, 2007) p.54] 

In conclusion, it is clear that the characterisation of Gwyendion and Math paints both of them as fairly morally good characters. This is significant because although both Math and Gwyendion are in possession of magical abilities they both use said abilities for vastly different purposes. On one hand, we have an example of magic being used to reveal the truth about objects in the form of Math and the test he performed on the virginity of Arianhod. On the other hand, there is Gwyendion who used his magic to deceive people and hide the truth form people such a Pryderi as shown in the case of the Pigs. These uses of magic show a clear distinction in the characterisation of Math and Gwyendion as this early characterisation paints both characters, Math and Gwyendion, in high contrast. For example, Math’s use of Magic portrays him as a righteous king who uses his magic for just purposes. In contrast to this, Gwyendion’s use of magic in the early story of the fourth branch portrays him as a manipulative trickster who uses his magic to achieve his own ends. Gwyendions characterisation via his magic is opposed to his characterisation in the latter parts of the fourth branch via his actions in relation to Arianhod’s second child and the curses that she placed on him. Gwyendion’s actions here show that he is both a morally good character and someone who has compassion. This shows that the characterisation of Math and Gwyendion are both similar characters but tend to act as foils for each other. This can be seen in the fact that both Math and Gwyendion are portrayed as morally good magic users, the real dividing difference in the characterisation comes in the way they use their magic as Math uses his magic to reveal the truth about people and events whereas Gwyendion uses his magic for deceit and trickery. 
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