


Analysis and Critique of the Extract of the Fourth Branch of 
The Mabinogi, Math.
The Mabinogion are a collection of early Medieval Welsh tales, written in Middle Welsh during the 12th–13th centuries based on ancient oral traditions (Davies, 2007.p.x). It is because of the oral nature of these stories that pinning down a “true” date is near impossible. Some fragments of the stories have been dated back a  hundred years or so more than the White and Red books (Davies, 2007. p.xvii). More than likely these oral stories shifted and morphed with reinterpretation, omission, and embellishment over the centuries of recitation to all manner of audiences. These stories revolve around the limited remnants of pre-Christian Celtic myths and folklore that have been preserved in the White Book of Rhydderch dated 1350 and the Red Book of Hergest dated between 1382 and 1410 (Davies, 2007.p.x). From 1838 to 1849 Lady Charlotte Guest collected and translated the tales from the medieval Welsh into English (Davies, 2007.p.x).  While the title translation of the Mabinogion was and has been the established title to the stories, interestingly the translation to pluralize Mabinogi to Mabinogion was a scribal mistranslation (Davies, 2007. p.x). Incorporated within the Mabinogion are eleven stories including the four branches of the Mabinogi. The four branches are seen as the Mabinogi proper as they start and end in the same custom,  and refer to themselves as The Mabinogi (Davies, 2007.p.x). The extract discussed here is part of the 4th Branch of the Mabinogi commonly known as Math. The extract begins with a call for advice on seeking a virgin. (Davies, 2007). It sets the stage for the magical events that follow. 
Math is the son of Mathonwy, a great sorcerer, a shape-turner, and the ruling Lord of Gwynedd, the North of Wales. With him always, he keeps a virgin maiden called Goewin. The maiden Goewin’s lap was required for Math’s ability to live, except during times of war when this condition is waived. The background to this part of the story includes the previous rape of the maiden Goewin by Math’s nephew Gilfaethwy. Math’s advisor Gwydion who is a magical storyteller with a duplicitous nature and brother to Gilfaethwy, nephew of Math, assisted in the rape of Goewin. Gwydion conspired to create a conflict with Pryderi, Lord over the South of Wales which Math then had to leave the maiden Goewin defenseless to go and fight. While Math is away at war, his nephews’ rape Goewin, therefore leaving Math vulnerable with no lap of a virgin to rest his feet. The brothers Gwydion and Gilfaethwy attempt to undermine the authority of their uncle, Lord of Gwynedd. Today, rape is seen as violence against women however, while this is still true to a degree in the story, Millersdaughter argues that “Leaving Math without a virgin footholder, the sexual violence is an act of military violence, a mortal threat against Math himself. The rape is arguably an attempted coup.” (Millersdaughter, 2002. p.287). Rape and incest are recurring themes in the fourth branch of the Mabinogi and are often seen as part of political manoeuvring. The move from matrilineal to patrilineal society appears as a political struggle and reflects what was happening in medieval Wales at the time. It is likely that “within the community of Math's birth, identity and property were traced through mothers and sisters. There is evidence, too, that matrilineal descent informs or organizes identity and the transmission of property” (Millersdaughter, 2002). This illustrates how society may have been formed and influenced and why Gwydion and his brother wish to usurp their uncle in a power grab.
 When Goewin is raped, she uses the power she is afforded in the situation, her voice, and her virginity to save and elevate her position. She conveys immediately to Math what happened “Lord, look for another virgin to hold your feet now – I am a woman” ….” I was assaulted, lord, quite openly” (Davies, 2007.p.52). Often higher born women suffered less freedoms than their lower born counterparts as “their virginity carried a higher value since they were intended to produce heirs and continue bloodlines” (O’Donoghue, 2018. p.25). Goewin’s position and status are in grave danger with her greatest asset now taken from her “depriving her of the role as footholder, the rape might have been the social death of her; because she displaces herself as its victim, the rape instead facilitates her social promotion” (Millersdaughter, 2002.p.290). Goewin’s saviour was her voice, in speaking up she gave Math a true view of his untrustworthy nephews who had caused vast bloodshed and gave herself advancement and authority with Math offering to marry her in recompense. Throughout the fourth branch of the Mabinogi, the female character voices seem to hold the power in their less than powerful social stations. “Men’s power lies in swords, in hands, in physical  action; women’s  power lies in the influence of their words” (Kapphahn, 2009.p.3).
Math punishes the brothers Gwydion and Gilfaethwy by using his magic wand to turn them into animals of the same kind but of opposite sex. He orders them away to a forest to mate and incestuously produce offspring, then switch sexes again and again so that both brothers were a female animal that must give birth. (Davies, 2007.p.53). Math uses “incest as a corrective measure that compensates the raped virgin and that, along with sodomy and bestiality, penalizes the young, male political upstarts who threaten the current distribution of political power” (Millersdaughter, 2002. p292). After three years of this punishment, and three of the brother’s offspring were taken and baptised by Math, Math decides the punishment is over. While these stories were essentially pagan at their roots, dotted through the stories are Christian influences such as baptism that were likely placed within the texts by the scribes as the proliferation of Christianity progressed.  Shimpock states that  “Over time, the Church’s failure to modify these early pagan tales, led to the creation of new stories with a more Christian themes”(Shimpock, 2017.p.63). We enter the extract of the fourth branch of the Mabinogion with Math asking Gwydion, who is now restored as Math’s advisor, for “advice as to which virgin I should seek” (Davies, 2007.p.54). Gwydion offers up his own sister, Math’s niece, Aranrhod.
In a culture where women were prohibited from inheriting land, they were relegated to serving primarily as conduits for producing the next generation of males. In line with traditional inheritance practices, the importance placed on virginity and female fidelity within marriage was heightened to ensure certainty in paternity. (O’Donoghue, 2018.p.44). Aranrhod is a woman of high standing, an independent woman and ruler over her own court, Caer Aranrhod. She is fetched and asked by Math whether she is a virgin. When she replies ambiguously “That is my belief”(Davies, 2007.p.54), we see the necessity of virginity come into stark focus for her. She is stuck and cannot answer directly for fear of losing her autonomy and status.
 Math the sorcerer forces the truth in a public display of her lack of virginity by making her step over his magic wand. In stepping over the wand, her fertility is revealed, and she instantaneously and magically births two boys, proving her not a virgin. A fully formed baby boy of the sea who will be baptized and named Dylan by Math and an undeformed baby boy whom Aranrhod will unequivocally reject and she will curse three times. (Davies, 2007.p.54). This all-knowing power that Math uses with his phallically symbolic magic wand, is a power that reflects the patriarchal society of the medieval past through its portrayal of gender dynamics and power structures. “A woman’s status accordingly would follow that of her father and later her husband, rising and falling with their fortunes. Further, while a woman’s worth was only a fraction of that of a man’s,  her role, age, and life circumstance also impacted her status”(Shimpock, 2017.p.24). A woman was totally subject to the patriarchal norms and fluctuations of men’s lives. Again, Gwydion displays his duplicity and demonstrates his patriarchal power over her by placing Aranrhod in a position he likely has knowledge that his sister will fail the test on. Millersdaughter asserts that “ even as the tale faults Aranrot, Guydyon is again guilty of sibling incest, for he is arguably the man to whom she lost her virginity”(Millersdaughter, 2002.p.335). Aranrhod’s shame is displayed in the story by her rushed exit from the scene and her total rejection of the two she had just birthed, “After the boy’s cry, she made for the door”(Davies, 2007.p.54). Gwydion manipulates Aranrhod into demonstrating her fertility publicly, leading to great shame. He neglects his social obligations not only with Geowin and Math but also to the honor of his sister Aranrhod, showing disregard for his responsibilities within the community. 
The small boy rejected and cursed by his mother, was accepted by Gwydion, he “took the boy in his arms”…...”loved him more than anyone” (Davies, 2007.p.55). Gwydion's swift acceptance of fatherhood for Aranrhod's son stems from their incestuous origin. Arianrhod challenges gender norms by being self-sufficient, independent, and defying the idea of women relying on men for protection. The story highlights varying perceptions of incest in medieval times, emphasizing the ambiguity and evolving definitions surrounding the taboo practice. “The tale cautions us that the discourse on incest in the Middle Ages was by no means stable and that definitions of incestuous were decidedly undecided”.(Millersdaughter, 2002.p293).
In the extract from the Fourth Branch of The Mabinogi, Math, the story delves into complex narrative rich in themes of power dynamics, gender roles, and societal structures that may have been prevalent in medieval Welsh society. Through the interplay of characters like Math, Gwydion, Goewin, and Aranrhod, the story weaves a tapestry of political intrigue, familial betrayal, and the manipulation of power. The portrayal of rape and incest as political tools highlight the shifting landscape from matrilineal to patrilineal societies, reflecting broader societal transitions during that time. The narrative not only illustrates the vulnerability of women like Goewin and Aranrhod but also showcases their agency and resilience in navigating oppressive circumstances. Moreover, the use of patriarchal symbols by characters like Math and Gwydion symbolizes the entrenched patriarchal norms that governed medieval Welsh society. The story's exploration of virginity, fertility, and inheritance displays the rigid gender norms and expectations placed upon women during that time. Through an analysis of the extract from The Mabinogi, it becomes evident that this ancient tale serves as a mirror reflecting the complexities of power, gender, and morality in a bygone era. The narrative challenges contemporary readers to confront uncomfortable truths about historical gender dynamics and societal structures while also shedding light on the evolving nature of taboo subjects like incest within medieval contexts. The Fourth Branch of The Mabinogi offers a compelling insight into the intricacies of medieval Welsh society.
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