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INTRODUCTION
In this essay I will be conducting a brief analysis of a short text from the Fourth Branch of the wildly famous Mabinogion, more accurately called the Mabinogi. The Mabinogion is a collection of medieval, fictional texts that come from the country of Wales, and is split up into the Four Branches, as well as several other tales that share correspondence with the well-known Arthurian tales. 
The text we will examine is, as mentioned above, extracted from the Fourth Branch, named Math son of Mathonwy, which is also pictured above. I would like to bring to the attention of the reader that the text in question is taken from Sioned Davis’s translation of the Mabinogion, while the translation that I; as the author of this essay; am in possession of is by Gwyn Jones and Thomas Jones, specifically published through Everyman’s Library. With that, I ask the reader to keep in mind that there may be differences that I am unaware of. I would also like to warn the reader that there will be discussions of sexual assault and incest. 
Below is the extracted text from Sioned Davis’s translation:
After they had got themselves ready, they came to Math.
‘Men,’ he said, ‘you have had peace and you shall have friendship. Now give me advice as to which virgin I should seek.’
‘Lord,’ said Gwydion son of Dôn, ‘it is easy to advise you – Aranrhod daughter of Dôn, your niece, your sister’s daughter.’ She was brought to Math. The maiden entered.
‘Maiden,’ he said, ‘are you a virgin?’
‘That is my belief.’ Then he took his magic wand and bent it.
‘Step over this,’ he said, ‘and if you are a virgin I shall know.’
Then she stepped over the magic wand, and as she stepped she dropped a large, sturdy, yellow-haired boy. The boy gave a loud cry. After the boy’s cry she made for the door, but as she went she dropped a small something. Before anyone could get a second glimpse of it, Gwydion took it and wrapped a sheet of brocaded silk around it and hid it. He hid it in a small chest at the foot of his bed.
‘Well,’ said Math son of Mathonwy, of the sturdy, yellow-haired boy, ‘I will have this one baptized. I will call him Dylan.’
The boy was baptized. As soon as he was baptized he made for the sea. And there and then, as soon as he came to the sea, he took on the sea’s nature and swam as well as the best fish in the sea. Because of that he was called Dylan Eil Ton – no wave ever broke beneath him. The blow which killed him was struck by Gofannon, his uncle. And that was one of the Three Unfortunate Blows.
One day, as Gwydion was in his bed, and waking up, he heard a cry from the chest at his feet. Although it was not loud, it was loud enough for him to hear it. He got up quickly and opened the chest. As he opened it, he could see a small boy waving his arms free of the folds of the sheet and throwing it aside. He took the boy in his arms and carried him to town, where he knew of a woman who was nursing. And he struck a bargain with the woman to suckle the boy.

CONTEXT
At the beginning of the text, we have a “they” that have just finished preparing themselves to be in the presence of Math. These people are Gwydion ap Dôn and his brother Gilfaethwy (Jones & Jones, 2001, p. 50), although Gilfaethwy is not mentioned in the text. This absence of the brother is one I find quite interesting, as it alludes to his part in the overarching story of the Fourth Branch to be over. Before the scene described above takes place, Gilfaethwy and Gwydion committed a sexual assault on a woman named Goewin, who was the virgin whose lap Math would lay his feet on. To commit this assault, they cleverly schemed to bring Math out to war, as that is the only time the king is allowed to be without his feet in the lap of a virgin, so as to lure him away and leave Goewin unattended. As punishment for the assault, Math transformed the two brothers into animals, one male and one female, and forced them to engage in an incestuous relationship to produce a child, which Math would then take. Math transformed them three times, and each time they were forced to produce a child in their animal forms. After the third child, Math transformed them back into their human selves and forgave them. 
This is a very summarized version of the tale, but it leads straight into the text we are analysing. As well as the lack of mentioning of Gilfaethwy by name; instead, merely hinting that there is a second person besides Gwydion; the beginning of the scene shows quite a bit about Math as a character and who he is as a person. Without the context of what has happened previously in the tale, it is easy to assume that Math is a king who possesses a magic wand, and who is looking for a virgin, and possibly even a wife. But with the context, we see that Math is a sort of magician capable of inflicting twisted forms of punishment, as well as being capable of great forgiveness for, arguably, unforgivable crimes. Further context for Math’s compassionate side is his offer to take Goewin as his wife, so she may have his lands and allow her dignity to be intact. This shows that Math is not looking for a wife but a new virgin in whose lap he can rest his feet, and interestingly, it is the brothers who assaulted the previous virgin that he asks for counsel on the matter. 

FAMILY RELATIONS
It has already been established that there is a familial relationship between two characters, yet it is interesting for new readers of the Fourth Branch to learn that nearly all the characters in the tale are related. Looking at the text, specifically the dialogue of Gwydion when he is addressing Math: 
“‘Lord,’ said Gwydion son of Dôn, ‘it is easy to advise you – Aranrhod daughter of Dôn, your niece, your sister’s daughter.’”
There are four relationships revealed in this small extract. The first is that Gwydion does not only have a brother, but also a sister by the name of Aranrhod, who is also known as Arianrhod in other sources (Oxford Reference. 2024). This is particularly interesting because he does not mention they are siblings directly, instead choosing to focus on her relation to Math, which leads to the second relationship. 
Aranrhod is the niece of Math by being his sister’s child. This overlaps with the third relationship; that Gwydion is Math’s nephew, and therefore by extension, so is the previously mentioned Gilfaethwy, which is the fourth and final relationship. All these discoveries, particularly regarding the brothers, add a new layer of cruelty to the punishment Math inflicted on them. Furthermore, there is another aspect of Math’s character that may have acted as a form of foreshadowing for Aranrhod when discussing the magic of the tale. 
Further showcasing of familial connections is Aranrhod’s children mentioned in the text:
“... and as she stepped she dropped a large, sturdy, yellow-haired boy... she made for the door, but as she went she dropped a small something."
The “yellow-haired boy” is taken and baptized by Math, although the boy quickly makes for the sea and spends the rest of his days there before being killed by his uncle, Gofannon. This is yet another relationship added to the list, as it shows that Math has not only a sister through Dôn, but also a brother that is only mentioned once in the Fourth Branch. 
The “small something” is picked up by Gwydion and wrapped in silk, before being placed at the foot of his bed in a chest. It is later revealed that it is in fact a baby, and throughout the continuing story of the Fourth Branch, Gwydion goes out of his way to provide and care for his sister’s child as if it were his own. 

ARANRHOD
It is clear from the text extract that Aranrhod is not the same type of woman one would usually find in medieval fiction, and this is shown through her very first line of dialogue:
“‘That is my belief.’”
This is in response to being asked if she is a virgin by Math, and it is quickly revealed that it is a lie after she is tested by stepping over Math’s bent magic wand. So, already Aranrhod is presented as someone who cannot be trusted. Then, upon being caught in her lie, she flees and is not seen until later in the Fourth Branch. 
Now, with this small scene, there are several questions that arise: Why would Aranrhod let herself be tested for her virginity if she knew she was lying? Although her brother volunteered her as the virgin for Math, why would she allow that to happen? Did she want to get closer to Math? What would she have gained if she had passed the test? Why did Gwydion volunteer his sister? All these questions and yet, unfortunately, no definitive answer to any of them. 
There is also the case of Aranrhod’s role, or lack thereof, as mother in her son’s life. In fact, when presented with her child by Gwydion later in the story, Aranrhod is so adamant to have nothing to do with the child that she curses him to never have a name unless she gives one to him, which she swears she will never do. Through a continuous series of trickery and curses, Aranrhod and Gwydion go back and forth in what could be called a battle of wits over the child, with Gwydion helping the boy earn his name, Lleu Llaw Gyffes, with the help of some magical disguises. In total, Aranrhod curses Lleu three times, although after the third curse she is not mentioned again in the Fourth Branch, as it turns into Lleu’s story. 
More questions arise from this behaviour once again: Why was Aranrhod presented in such an antagonistic light? Was the original author of the Mabinogi trying to convey a message through her and how they thought women should and shouldn’t behave? Or is the modern audience simply looking too much into it? 
Whatever stance one might have on these questions, there is no denying that Aranrhod has won the favour of many modern women by breaking the stereotypes of female characters in literature.

CONCLUSION
The Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi is clearly a complex one with intricate characters and plotlines that weave amongst each other to create a larger one. While analysing the text, we have discovered that characters can have multiple sides to them, as we saw with Math and his choice of punishment for his nephews vs his forgiveness of them and taking them on for counsel. We have seen that stereotypes can be broken and challenged with Aranrhod and her dismissal of motherhood and virginity. 
The text extract is a good turning point for multiple characters in their arch's and/or introductions, which has allowed readers to see the complexity with which they were written. 
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