Carry Out a Close Critical Analysis of a Primary Source Text from the Mabinogion
The Mabinogion is known as “the collective name now given to eleven medieval Welsh tales” (Sioned Davies, 2007), “of early Welsh literature, that draws upon the mystical word of the Celtic people intertwining myths, folklore, tradition and history” (Ben Johnson , 2022). Within the Mabinogion, it is clear that four of the eleven tales “form a distinct group”, known as “The Four Branches of the Mabinogi” (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. x). This collection can be found mainly in two manuscripts, the White Book of Rhydderch, dated c.1350, and the Red Book of Hergest, dated between 1382 and c.1410” (Sioned Davies, 2007). The collection of tales were “initially edited and translated by antiquarians William Pughe and Lady Charlotte Guest in the early nineteenth century” (Will Parker, 2010). However, although these medieval Welsh tales are “regarded as a nineteenth century editorial creation, its constituent texts are authentic medieval productions…that represent a golden age of narrative prose, that flourished in Wales over the course of the central middles ages” (Will Parker, 2010). It is important to highlight that the Mabinogion “draw heavily on oral tradition and on the narrative techniques of the medieval storyteller” (Kirsty OUP-UK, 2008). This is because “none of the tales is attributed to an identified author”, indicating that “there was no sense of ‘ownership’ and that the texts were viewed as part of the collective memory” (Kirsty OUP-UK, 2008). 
In order to critically analyse the text from the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi, it is firstly important to understand the context of this particular tale. “The medieval Welsh prose tale Math son of Mathonwy is considered the strangest of the Four Branches of the Mabinogi” (Sarah Sheehan, 2009, p. 319). It presents an image of “tragedy” (Catherine Byfield, 1993, p. 71) because “characters, both female and male lack control over their bodies: a virgin is raped; a woman is forced to give birth in public and two brothers must engage in incestuous, procreative sex” (Sarah Sheehan, 2009, p. 319). Consequently, individuals failing to practice correct codes of behaviour, for their specific role within the community, results in social alienation and isolation from their group (Roberta L. Valente, 1988, p. 1). 
With reference to the text, it is important to acknowledge that a significant amount of the information is portrayed through the form of a dialogue. The use of dialogue is essential to “establish the tone and atmosphere of the scene” (Gina Edwards, 2020), while the choice of vocabulary “plays a fundamental role in the reading process and contributes greatly to a reader's comprehension” (Reading Rockets, 2019). Firstly, it is made apparent that Math addresses Gwydion and Gilfaethwy as ‘Men’, while they in turn address him as ‘Lord’ (Catherine Byfield, 1993, p. 69). “The lack of reference to the uncle-nephew relationship” (Catherine Byfield, 1993, p. 69) suggests that there is an element of distance and disconnection between them. Likewise, in the process of advising Math which virgin he should seek, Gwydion takes it upon himself to propose Aranrhod and places much emphasis to describe her as “your niece, your sister’s daughter” (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. 54). Surprisingly, “rather than emphasise his own relationship with Aranrhod, her being his sister, he focuses on Math's familial relationship with her” (Anke Bernau et al, 2003, p. 60). As a result, the lack of reference to the brother-sister relationship implies a possible degree of resentment and hostility between one another. 

Similarly, it is recognised that women in the world of the Mabinogi “are defined through their fathers, husbands, or brothers” (Roberta L. Valente, 1988, p. 2), when it is highlighted that Aranrhod “was brought to Math” (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. 54). This demonstrates the hierarchy in place where women must obey by the rules to uphold social order, in accordance with the medieval Welsh law. Furthermore, the discussion between Math and Aranrhod about her virginity, and in particular the verbal features, supports to enlighten “the mechanics and power dynamics of the ordeal” (Sarah Sheehan, 2009, p. 324). Shockingly, Aranrhod is only referred to by “feminine pronouns or as virgin” (Sarah Sheehan, 2009, p. 324), suggesting the lack of respect and acknowledgment Math has for her presence. Ironically, it is Aranrhod who would be protecting the life of Math because he “could not live unless his feet were in the lap of a virgin, unless the turmoil of war prevented him” (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. 54). Therefore Math’s “sovereignty is completely dependent upon the supposed physical purity” (Anke Bernau et al, 2003, p. 59) of Aranrhod’s virginity, meaning it would have significant implications for his image of masculinity and authority (Sarah Sheehan, 2009, p. 323) if she was not a virgin. 
Finally, Math’s choice of vocabulary, in particular, “I will have this one baptised” (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. 54), referring to the birth of Dylan, reveals that he is an individual that shows very little emotion towards family. Although he assumes responsibility and provides the boy with a name, he offers little consideration for his treatment and use of speech towards others, thus highlighting his cold nature and insensitive personality.   
Also, it is important to recognise, that along with Math, it is visible that there are other predominant and powerful figures within the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi. One predominant figure being Gwydion, who is portrayed as a manipulative and devious character (Catherine Byfield, 1993, p. 67). This particularly emphasised in the early period of the tale, when Math does not suspect his “intention to foment war” (Catherine Byfield, 1993, p. 67) with Pryderi. This manipulation is also highlighted in the text as Gwydion proposes “Lord, it is easy to advise you” (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. 54), on the virgin that Math should seek. Gwydion’s rapid certainty on the matter and the confidence he portrays that he has the solution, suggests that his actions are embedded in his “obsessive determination” to orchestrate the affairs and individuals around him, to fulfil his own personal needs (Catherine Byfield, 1993, p. 67).
Additionally, there are considerable questions that have derived from Gwydion’s intent to offer his own sister, perhaps “an attempt to trick Math and take revenge for the punishment inflicted upon him and Gilfaethwy” (Anke Bernau et al, 2003, p. 62), for the rape of Goewin. There is even further speculation of a potential intimate relationship between Gwydion and Aranrhod, where it was his plan to aid Gilfaethwy with the determination of removing the virgin foot-holder. (Corinne Larsen, 1993, p. 37). Therefore, providing Gwydion the opportunity to “publicly call Aranrhod’s virginity into question and force her to give birth to his son” (Corinne Larsen, 1993, p. 37). As a result, it is indisputable that Gwydion is “not a man who protects the members of his social group from dishonour”, in fact, “he is often the instigator of the acts which cause shame or suffering” (Roberta L. Valente, 1988, p. 5). 

Another central character in the text is Aranrhod daughter of Dôn. Aranrhod is “a medieval Welsh Semiramis” (Katherine Millersdaughter, 2002, p. 308) relishing freedom and independence “in both behaviour and status” (Fiona Winward, 1997, p. 88). However, upon the discovery that she is not a virgin and that she has essentially given birth, “her immediate reaction is to make for the door and to leave her maternal responsibilities well behind” (Fiona Winward, 1997, p. 100). This demonstrates the innocence and confusion that she may lack the basic knowledge and understanding of her own female body (Sarah Sheehan, 2009, p. 325). Aranrhod is “the only woman having no defined obligatory bonds to any man” (Roberta L. Valente, 1988, p. 7), meaning she lives “independently of male protection” (Fiona Winward, 1997, p. 88). It is her “role as a mother” that is the most fascinating quality of her persona (Fiona Winward, 1997, p. 100). Although Aranrhod is a courageous and powerful woman who “lives in her own fortress”, her incentive to make for the door expresses her personal feeling of humiliation about the unusual and shameful manner of the birth of her son (Fiona Winward, 1997, p. 100). Therefore, Aranrhod’s virginity test has placed an element of weakness and social anxiety, on her great initiative and power as a single and estranged woman (Fiona Winward, 1997, p. 101). 
One major milestone appears within the text at the very time Aranrhod fled the scene of her virginity test, when “she dropped a small something” (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. 54). Evidently, it is Gwydion who takes responsibility for this small something, wrapped in brocaded silk and hid in a small chest (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. 54). It is visible that one of the key themes is identified as ‘virginity test’. Virginity in medieval Wales is considerably significant to the appreciation of the value of a young girl. If a young female had lost her virginity before “entering the marriage market”, she were to be deemed forever damaged or impaired (Anke Bernau et al, 2003, p. 56). This was the very moment that Gwydion and Aranrhod’s relationship became toxic because not only does Gwydion “violate his sister’s protection by exposing her to shame, he also nurtures it by taking over the maternal process to care for the small something” (Roberta L. Valente, 1988, p. 7). 
Another crucial theme that coincides with virginity test, is fertility. In this instance, the primary focus of Gwydion and Aranrhod’s issues derive from the concept of fertility (Roberta L. Valente, 1988, p. 4). This is because Gwydion has an obligation “to protect the women in his kinship group, however, not only does he damage this trust when he rapes Goewin and continuously shames Aranrhod-he also manifests a female function-fertility-which no man ought to possess” (Roberta L. Valente, 1988, p. 1). We become aware of this female function when “he took the boy into his arms” (Sioned Davies, 2007, p. 54). This demonstrates Gwydion’s overall change in character, that he has been empowered to gain feminine knowledge from his temporary sex change, and therefore, able to play the feminine role of “midwife or surrogate mother” (Sarah Sheehan, 2009, p. 327). Unfortunately, Gwydion’s care towards this boy “is at the cost of humiliating his sister” (Roberta L. Valente, 1988, p. 4), for rejecting her femininity, refusing to accept her children and therefore, refusing to “compromise her independence and individuality” (Fiona Winward, 1997, p. 100). From this information, it is recognised that both Gwydion and Aranrhod’s character are overall selfish and egocentric because their “disregard for social or familial obligations demonstrates their amoral nature” (Catherine Byfield, 1993, p. 67) “The message implicit in the text is that virginity and fertility were not personal, private matters, for they were of extreme importance to the kin as a whole” (Anke Bernau et al, 2003, p. 63). 
Finally, another visible theme portrayed throughout the text is magic. This is “shown to be very powerful and very real” (Anonymous, 2022) in the Mabinogi, because “characters wield and experience magic as though it were just another part of the natural world” (Anonymous, 2022). It is important to highlight certain events within the text that display magic, one being Aranrhod’s virginity test, as well as the birth of Lleu Llaw Gyffes, the small boy born in the chest. This “magic allows for the rules of nature to be broken and manipulated in a way that it can be used as a social limitation” (Anonymous, 2022). Consequently, magic is used throughout “to maintain the delicate social balance of the world” (Anonymous, 2022). However, magic has equally shared an insight into the moral issues and the problematic social relationships that have been created.   
To conclude, as previously stated, it is the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi that is considered the strangest, most complex, but also one of the most fascinating tales. It is particularly relevant to modern society because it discusses everyday events and experiences, such as rape and incestuous sex, however, in relation to the text itself, virginity, fertility and birth is paramount throughout. The text is particularly significant in illustrating the importance of what is deemed to be morally acceptable or unacceptable. This illustrated when it was morally unacceptable for Aranrhod to refuse her maternal responsibilities. Evidently, much emphasis is placed on the norms and values of one’s roles and duties, thus highlighting the consequences if duties are not fulfilled, such as, Gwydion taking over the care of the small something to publicly humiliate Aranrhod. Many of these experiences and consequences are exposed to modern society, highlighting our close and personal nature with the world of the Mabinogi.   
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